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ABSTRACT
The Music of Sylvano Bussotti and Its Interpretation:
Biopolitics, Intersubjectivity, and Modernist Canon Formation
by
Charles Rudig
Advisor: Jeff Nichols
The music of Italian composer Sylvano Bussotti (1931–2021) presents intentional
challenges to interpretation and canonization. These particular challenges and Bussotti’s
reasoning for implementing them are interrogated in this dissertation by reading the score to
Bussotti’s La Passion selon Sade (1966) through contemporaneous European social theory,
philosophy, and political developments. La Passion selon Sade is a theatre piece for a chamber
ensemble, with a primary vocal and dramatic role written for mezzo-soprano Catherine
Berberian, with whom Bussotti frequently collaborated. Like much of Bussotti’s music from the
1950s and 1960s, the discourse surrounding the piece and its reception largely relates to its
intriguing and unconventional notation. This dissertation contributes to that by situating the work
in contemporaneous thought and politics. It also moves beyond the notation to explore the
special social environments co-created by interpreters of this unique work and how these may
inform composition and performance in the 21st century.
Each chapter pursues a different but related historicist perspective to understand the work
in the aforementioned contexts. The first chapter argues that, through a musical insight
compatible with contemporaneous social theory of Foucault and in various ways emerging from
the political climate of Europe in the 1960s, Bussotti recognizes notation as a technology of
control. This is expressed in the score through an approach in which varied degrees and forms of
iv

control are treated as a salient musical parameter. It is also expressed through the choice of Sade
as a subject matter and the treatment of the Louise Labé poem that forms the libretto. The second
chapter argues that, through an approach that troubles the central temporo-spatial metaphor of
Western notation and rejects conventional boundaries between performance elements, Bussotti
produces a musical universe where everyone and everything is connected by flesh. This approach
is compatible with contemporaneous social theory of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The third chapter
argues that Bussotti short-circuits the semiotic expectations of the score, as well as the
expectation for the score to function as a symbolic language as advanced by Nelson Goodman in
order to produce situations of impossible juxtaposition and intentional ambiguity. This evokes
the centrality of “the image” in Breton and produces a form of historicism favoring the poetics of
the outmoded as tied to surrealism by Walter Benjamin. The fourth chapter argues that Bussotti’s
work contains a contradiction or antinomy: it simultaneously transgresses the interpretive
frameworks of modernist performance practice under contemporary liberalism while extolling
extreme individualism and the political centering of the self: touchstones of that very liberalism.
This contradiction is explored in the context of three dimensions of Bussotti’s work — resistance
to market logic, Bussotti’s complex relationship to individualism, and Bussotti and Berberian’s
absence as a call to act as, in the language of Donna Haraway, speakers for the dead.

v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
My motivations cannot be disconnected from my practice as a composer exploring new
ways to create chamber music. I hope this can be an inspirational text for other composers and
artists in other disciplines working towards the same. I thank my committee: Jeff Nichols, David
Grubbs, Katherine Manthorne, and Scott Burnham. In particular, thank you David Grubbs for the
countless hours spent guiding me with profoundly helpful feedback and inspiration. I thank my
major composition teachers: Joel Hoffman, Douglas Knehans, Oscar Bettison, and Jason
Eckardt. I thank all the professors who have inspired my scholarship over the years including
Judah Adashi, John Brenkman, Royal Brown, Vincent Crapanzano, Vern Falby, Suzanne Farrin,
Ildar Khannanov, and Kip Wile.
I thank my parents Anne and Charles for years of support of my musical and academic
ambitions, my sister Beth for always inspiring me with her creativity beginning with our
childhood dance collaborations which I would score with the recording function on my toy
keyboard, my friend Ben for twenty years of friendship and lively debate, and my partner Renata
for supporting and motivating me with her love, as well as her hospitality to the considerable
imposition of the work of writing an essay of this length on both of our lives.

vi

CONTENTS
Page
LIST OF FIGURES……………………………………………....……………….…………… viii
INTRODUCTION: MODERNIST CANON, BUSSOTTI’S NOTATION, DELEUZE…........... 1
CHAPTER 1: BUSSOTTI, FOUCAULT, SADE…………………………….……….……….. 24
CHAPTER 2: SADE’S RASTRUM:
BUSSOTTI AND THE GENERALITY OF THE FLESH ….…………..………….….………..60
CHAPTER 3: THE (SOMEWHAT) OPEN WORK:
BUSSOTTI’S SURREALIST SEMIOTICS…………………………………………...….…… 96
CHAPTER 4: THE POLITICAL ANTINOMY OF BUSSOTTI’S NOTATION….………......116
CONCLUSION..……………………………………...………………………….……………. 139
BIBLIOGRAPHY……………….………………………..………………………….….…….. 150

vii

FIGURES
Page
Fig. I.1. Antonin Artaud, Le Theatre de la Cruaute....................................................................... 3
Fig. I.2. Left: McDonalds Restaurant. Right: Villa Savoye………………….…………………... 7
Fig. I.3. Representative page from Cornelius Cardew’s Treatise……………..…………………. 9
Fig. I.4. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, Sade / Bach detail from libretto..................... 10
Fig. I.5. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, Metzger detail from libretto........................... 10
Fig. I.6. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail from Tableaux Vivant I……….…….. 11
Fig. I.7. Sylvano Bussotti, Five Pieces for David Tudor, detail……….…...…...……………… 13
Fig. 1.1. Left: Alleluia Nativitas by Perotin. Right: Bussotti, Page 9b from La Passion…….… 38
Fig. 1.2. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of scene diagram…………………… 42
Fig. 1.3. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, pages 8 and 8b………………....…………. 47
Fig. 1.4. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, Schema per la Scena.................................... 50
Fig. 1.5. Left: La Passion selon Sade, libretto. Right: Louise Labé, Sonnet II….…….....…….. 52
Fig. 1.6. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, desire and pain detail…………...……..….. 55
Fig. 1.7. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, “O” detail…………………………………. 56
Fig. 1.8. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion, schematic summary of light positions…...……...……. 58
Fig. 1.9. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of page 12……..……………..…….. 59
Fig. 2.1. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion, characterization of Catherine Berberian role……….… 64
Fig. 2.2. John Cage, Aria, page 9…………………..……..………………..…………………… 68
Fig. 2.3. Helmut Lachenmann, Pression, detail……………….……………..……………………74
Fig. 2.4. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of page 22………………..….……... 77
Fig. 2.5. Cartesian coordinates, two dimension and three dimensions…………………….…… 78
Fig. 2.6 Left: Brahms Piano Trio Op. 8. Right: Boulez Le Marteau…………….………..……. 80
Fig. 2.7. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of page 7……………………..…….. 85
Fig. 2.8. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail from page 6…..……………..……… 88
Fig. 2.9. Rastrum for music engraving………………………………………...…………..…… 89
Fig. 2.10. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, percussion indications…...…….…….….. 92
Fig. 2.11. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of page 6………..…...……………. 93
Fig. 3.1. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of page 23…..……….……………. 104
viii

Fig. 3.2. Sylvano Bussotti, Five Pieces for David Tudor, detail……………..………..……… 106
Fig. 3.3. Unheightened German Neumes…………………………..……………………..…… 111
Fig. 4.1. John Cage, 5, detail…….…………………………………..…..……………..……… 120
Fig. 4.2. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 19J……..……..…………...….……. 121
Fig. 4.3. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 12B……………..………..………… 123
Fig. 4.4. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail of Page 12B……..………..………. 124
Fig. 4.5. Brundlefly in various states of transformation……………….…..………..………… 126
Fig. 4.6. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 10……..……..…………..………… 127
Fig. 4.7. Left: detail of La Passion page 12B. Right: detail of La Passion page 10………….. 128
Fig. C.1. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, details of libretto………...………..…….. 142
Fig. C.2. Florian Hecker, digitally processed performance still from FAVN…….....…..…….. 147
Fig. C.3. Still from Shin Godzilla………………………………..……………..………..……. 149

ix

Note on Pagination: Two methods of numbering the pages of La Passion selon Sade are discussed. One is
the literal page numbers of the score, and the other is the inconsistent numbering system Bussotti utilizes.
Some pages have no number, some have a number and a letter, some only have a number. If one of
Bussotti’s page numbers is provided, then a literal page number is also provided in parentheses. The
literal page numbers treat the cover as the first page.

x

Introduction: Modernist Canon, Bussotti’s Notation, Deleuze
Sylvano Bussotti had a profound impact on concert music in the 1950s and 1960s both
through his explosive presence at the Darmstadt Summer Course and collaborations with major
interpreters of modernist concert music including Cathy Berberian and David Tudor. Bussotti
continued to enjoy a significant cultural presence in his native Italy as an interdisciplinary artist
of theatre, cinema, novels, poetry, and art music.1 However, in wider musicological and musictheoretical scholarship he is still best known for those graphical works dating from the early
1960s.2 Discussion of these works is largely scholarly, and performances and recordings are
comparatively limited.
Bussotti’s music deals with questions near and dear to 21 st-century music scholarship.
Bussotti was one of the first early avant-garde composers to position his queer identity at the
very core of his poetics. In a sociality (Darmstadt) marked by a bourgeois closeted performance
of gayness in composers like Boulez and Cage, Bussotti not only made no apologies for his
queer subjectivity but made it a constitutive part of his work. Understanding that aspect of his

1

IRCAM, “Sylvano Bussotti,” Ircam-Centre Pompidou, IRCAM, http://brahms.ircam.fr/sylvano-bussotti.
Bussotti is, in the contemporary parlance of fine art, an interdisciplinary artist. His film Rara (film) from 1967 is a
non-narrative work featuring 24 actors from Judith Malina and Julian Beck’s outfit The Living Theatre. The work’s
dream-like tableaus beg comparison to Bussotti’s Italian contemporary Federico Fellini, an artist who shares
interests in the juxtaposition of the sacred and the profane, historical disjunction, and metacommentary on the
artistic process. For Bussotti, this takes the form of composing about composing, and for Fellini this takes the form
of directing about directing — take for example, 8½.
Bussotti has also enjoyed a multi-decade career as a costume designer for opera. This is foreshadowed in La Passion
selon Sade’s sensuous fashion sketches and obsession with the historical stuff of opera. His costumes are lavish,
complex, and thoroughly steeped in a dialectic between costuming for 19th-century grand opera as contemporary
high fashion and as historical practice. For a lively discussion of these costumes with lots of glossy full-page
pictures, see Luciano Morini’s Mode et Musique Dans Les Costumes de Sylvano Bussotti from 1986 included in the
bibliography.
Bussotti’s contribution to the written word in Italian takes the form of several novels and collections of poetry. The
novels and poetry concern themes of eroticism, music history, and transgression. The 1997 collection Non fare il
minimo Rumore compiles poems and one piece of prose from the 1980s and 1990s.
2
“All too often, Bussotti is dismissed as ‘one of those graphic composers’ of the early sixties, whose scores looked
pretty but were assumed to hold no intrinsic musical value.”
Erik Ulman, “The music of Sylvano Bussotti”, Perspectives of New Music 34 no. 2 (Summer 1996): 186–201.
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identity was crucial for understanding his musical aesthetics. In general, he was one of the first
avant-garde composers to make identity central to musical poetics in the contemporary sense —
beyond the romantic sense of the subjectivity of the artist.
In addition to scholarly discussions about identity, masculinity, and queerness, Bussotti’s
music treats the body and the materiality of instruments in a profoundly new way. Or, more
broadly, he aestheticizes the body and materiality as opposed to allowing them to be dissolved
into platonic abstraction (as could be argued as the case for composers such as Pierre Boulez and
Pierre Schaeffer). Bussotti takes seriously the idea that music is a form of choreography, a body
of injunctions on the bodies of performers in which the body itself is the site of expression in a
way that would not be rediscovered until post-Lachenmann composers of the later 20 th century.
Canonization
Two decades into the 21st century, the music of Sylvano Bussotti’s 1960s Darmstadt
contemporaries is deeply integrated into the canon and the institutional framework of
contemporary music. The same cannot be said of Bussotti’s work itself. Is this music simply a
higher-quality expression of the ideals of that aesthetic milieu? Is there a market logic “invisible
hand” shaping history into a canonical meritocracy? Or is there is something particular and
intentional about Bussotti’s approach that resists canonization and engulfment by new music
hegemony? This dissertation argues the latter. The process and ideology of canonization can be
heard and documented in the gradual change to the performance practice of and interpretational
approach to pieces by Boulez of this period.

2

Take for instance two recordings of Boulez’s work Le Marteau sans maître, completed in
1954. Robert Craft’s 1967 recording,3 already over a decade into the piece’s performance
history, sounds downright raucous when compared to a 21 st-century recording, such as Boulez’s
2002 recording with Ensemble Intercontemporain. 4 This earlier interpretative sensibility is
reflective of Boulez’s interest in surrealism and experientially extreme approaches to
performance such as Antonin Artaud’s theater of cruelty. In these recordings, the piece has a
character not unlike Artaud’s surreal, dreamlike, and vaguely aggressive drawings.

Figure I.1. Antonin Artaud, Le Théâtre de la Cruauté, 1946.5

3

Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen, New Directions in Music 1, conducted by Robert Craft, Columbia
Masterworks ML 5275, 1967, 33⅓ rpm, LP.
4
Pierre Boulez, Le Marteau sans maître, Dérive 1&2, conducted by Pierre Boulez, Deutsche Grammophon 00289
477 5327, 2005, CD.
5
Antonin Artaud, Le Théâtre de la Cruauté, 1946, crayon on paper, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/A-ArtaudLe-Theatre-de-la-cruaute-crayon-sur-papier-1946_fig7_291361358.
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The text of Le Marteau sans maître consists of settings of surreal poetry by René Char.
The style of the text is comparable to the work of contemporaries such as André Breton. There is
a sense of interpretation as an ordeal. Mismatched instruments work to balance with each other,
the guitar to navigate massive jumps, and the temporal surface to be smoothly achieved. The
piece is scored for an unconventional ensemble including voice, alto flute, viola, guitar,
xylophone, and xylorimba.6 The texture, notably lacking any instruments with a robust low
register, consists of dense punctuations of ritualism. It is informed by a 1950s exoticism evident
in the inclusion of all the “non-Western” percussion. The 1950s and 1960s recordings feel quasiimprovised, propelled by a sinuous and frenetic energy.
By contrast, the 2002 Boulez recording feels effortless and glazed with a sheen of newmusic competence. Like the opening bassoon solo in Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps,
important timbral and affective dimensions of the music are lost in generations of focused
pedagogy that renders the material performable by conservatory undergraduates. A rawness and
immediacy the composer was writing to achieve is absent. The process by which a piece loses its
transgressive position in reception and performance and becomes the subject of a totalizing
performance practice we may call domestication. Boulez had perhaps, by the 21 st century and his
being ensconced within the institutional machinery of French music, participated in his own
domestication, thus learning to hear his own music differently.
Consider the notational approach of Bussotti as compared to that of Boulez. What are the
necessary conditions of the score itself for such a process of domestication to take place? There
needs to be a musical text of sufficient determinacy and notational conventionality for a

6

Pierre Boulez, Le Marteau sans maître (London: Universal Editions, 1957).
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“smooth” performance practice to be built around it. Intentionally or not, by observing and
playing strictly by the rules of conventional western notation, Boulez set himself up for the
possibility of eventual technocratic canonization at the very moment he made the choice to opt
for the clarity of more or less conventional notation in the 1950s. Bussotti’s scores, on the other
hand, do not have a determinate enough hermeneutic center for this process to take place. They
are profoundly undomesticatable by design.
Boulez’s surrealist pieces from the 1950s seek, like much surrealist art, to question the
logic of waking life and conventional experience. However, they stop before this aesthetic goal
enters the realm of interpretation. They play by some of the rules of Western notation and thus
reinforce its logic. This is a highly non-surrealist, even positivistic, logic. Bussotti’s scores do
not reject whole cloth the semiotic features of Western notation (staves, clefs, and noteheads) but
rather the conventional rules that govern their deployment. According to the “laws” of notation,
staff lines are not supposed to start melting and slinking off. Staves are not supposed to merge
with another staff becoming a Frankenstein notational assemblage. In the music of Bussotti, they
do. Interpreting this aspect of the music requires a surreal and modernist logic even at the level
of basic confrontation with the notation. There is never going to be a rationalized,
institutionalized way of interpreting such musical figures because they do not have the sort of
conventional meanings and contexts necessary to make that happen. Boulez’s gestures, even at
their strangest and most dreamlike, reinforce the conventional hermeneutic logic of Western
music in the way they are notated and presented to performers.
If this domesticated, polished performance practice is the preferred interpretational logic
of Boulez and those that came after him in the contemporary music elite, then there is an
explanation as to why the music of Bussotti is not frequently programmed. It is by its very design
5

unengulfable into this technocratic, nominally apolitical (and thus affirmative of the neoliberal
status quo) Apple Store Modernism sponsored by state institutions in contemporary liberal
democracies. It would not be accurate to state that all music that utilizes standard Western notation
promotes such an ideological orientation or is even susceptible to said engulfment. The logic of
this modernism relies on the precision and reproducibility of standard Western notation, and thus
the abandonment (or in Bussotti’s case strategic partial abandonment) of this system throws a
wrench in the works. However, one can imagine other ways said logic can be short-circuited. A
radically different example would be the music of Laurence Crane, which utilizes highly
conventional Western notation but is less engulfable due to its subtle subversion of the listener’s
contextual understanding of highly connotated harmonic and melodic materials. The music loses
its coherence in a similar way to Bussotti’s work when flattened in this way despite the obvious
and extreme differences.
A process has been noted in visual art, music, and architecture in which general aspects of
mid-20th-century modernist aesthetics have been appropriated by the dominant visual and sonic
design language of neoliberalism. One needs only examine the façade of a McDonalds restaurant
circa 2022. The palette of contrasting greys and browns and geometric vocabulary of rectangles
intersecting at right angles resembles the work of Le Corbusier as rendered bland and “tasteful”
by focus groups and corporate consultants.

6

Figure I.2. Left: McDonalds Restaurant, 57 Empire Blvd., Brooklyn, NY. 7 Right: Villa Savoye,
Poissy, France.8
As explicated in Georgina Born’s Rationalizing Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and The
Institutionalization of the Avant-Garde,9 the specific modernism of Boulez and his circle
established a hegemonic role as the government-sanctioned avant-garde of France. These two
processes in wildly different spheres of 21st-century cultural production reflect a similar internal
logic: the original modernist work builds into its complexity and formalism a pursuit of extremes
of perception. These extremes produce what Bataille, Foucault, and Lacan call limit-experiences.
The late-20th-century simulacrum, which we may call Business Modernism after Mark Fisher’s
phrase Business Ontology,10 takes only from that complexity and formalism a sort of technocratic
clockwork sterility: the comforting embrace of managerial capitalism and its capacity to navigate
uncertainty and to produce stability. Or rather, hide instability in areas of colonial extraction and
the less visible corners of the carceral state.

7

Photographed by author, June 29, 2022.
Valueyou, Villa Savoye, Wikimedia Foundation, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:VillaSavoye.jpg.
9
Georgina Born, Rationalizing Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the Institutionalization of the Musical Avant-Garde
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995).
10
Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There Really No Alternative? (London: Zero Books, 2009).
8
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Scores consisting of straightforward indications for duration, rhythm, and pitch encoded
within the conventional performance practice of Western music can be engulfed by such a
managerial performance practice. The next step is a pedagogical and interpretive streamlining by
accretion and building from prior performances. On the other hand, when specific difficulties of
notation force the reproduction of the earlier thing [musical modernist affectivity built on limitexperience, transgression, dream states] to happen at the level of interpretation, the music ceases
to be reducible to and reproducible under such a performance practice. This is the situation in
Bussotti’s music.
Salient Aspects of Bussotti’s Notation
How precisely does Bussotti deploy unconventional notation to produce these results?
There are several characteristic aspects and aesthetic concerns involved with Bussotti’s approach.
First, the notation refuses at every level to fully reject the conventions of Western notation and
become either a “graphic score” consisting of an openly interpretable piece of visual art or a sort
of prescriptive tablature approach of nonstandard notation favored in the 1970s by composers such
as Helmut Lachenmann.
Bussotti’s approach remains always within the discursive orbit of Western notational
practice. Bussotti’s notational indications in the 1960s contain five-line staves, noteheads, tuplet
brackets, dynamics, clefs, tempo markings, and other conventional aspects of Western notation.
Throughout works such as La Passion selon Sade,11 Bussotti varies the degree to which they
comport themselves according to their normal meanings and interpretations by deploying them in
a variety of contexts in which they accrue strikingly divergent meanings. For instance, page 8b of

11

Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade (Milan: G. Ricordi & C, 1966).
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the score for this piece is relatively conventional, containing dotted barlines and synchronizations
between the instruments and voice in the ensemble. The vocal solo on page 19J is on the less
conventional side of this spectrum, with musical material arranged in a fuzzy circle with angular
staves intersecting in the middle. Here conventional notational elements such as noteheads and the
staff are preserved, but clefs as well as the order elements are supposed to be presented in
performance are left out.
In this sense, the approach is at odds with the graphical score practice of contemporaries
such as Cornelius Cardew, whose piece Treatise (1967) largely forgoes traditional semiotic
elements of notation in favor of French curves, circles, squares, and other abstract geometric
entities.12 There are moments in which traditional notation bleeds back into the visual language,
but they are peripheral to the point where a continuous dialogue with historical hermeneutics of
notation does not need to be maintained except in relation to broad principles such at time moving
left to right, objects comporting to musical events, etc.

12

Cornelius Cardew, Treatise (Buffalo: The Gallery Upstairs Press, 1967).
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Figure I.3. Representative page from Cornelius Cardew’s Treatise, 1967.
Another principal aspect of Bussotti’s notational practice is multiple layers of
intertextuality. In La Passion selon Sade, this concern is seen as early as the front matter. The page
directly after the stage setup contains the libretto, which is a graphical collage, the skeleton of
which is the second sonnet of Louise Labé. In addition to the text arranged spatially to highlight
repetitions, new connections made by Bussotti, etc., it contains a square in which SADE and
BACH are written on top of each other sharing an A.

Figure I.4. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, Sade / Bach detail from libretto, 4.
Additionally, in a parenthetical bracket in the bottom left corner, the name of Heinz-Klaus
Metzger, the critic and theorist whose friendship (in addition to that of Boulez) originally brought
Bussotti to Darmstadt in the 1960s. These allusions to texts, composers, ideas, and objects outside
the work itself highlight Bussotti’s concept of the score as a network of intersecting milieus,
materials and ideas.

Figure I.5. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, Metzger detail from libretto, 4.
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An additional form of intertextuality is the score’s frequent shifting from Bussotti’s native
tongue of Italian to Marquis de Sade’s tongue of French, even in descriptive and explanatory text.
For instance, the “note” in the libretto page describing how tempo markings can be spoken out
loud by the conductor is in Italian, whereas later on the description for Bussotti’s “table of
deviations of vice” is written in French. This has the effect of forcing the interpreter to switch
between the national orientations and their aesthetic baggage as one navigates the score. This table
of deviations includes Bussotti’s own name, that of Sade, his character Justine, as well as
“L’Opera” itself; the page is a meshwork of intertextual connections.
The scores also frequently include images of human bodies entangled with and emerging
out of the notation. This can be seen in the vocal score for Tableaux Vivant I (labeled page 8). In
this material fragments of vocal music radiate out from an austere sketch of a figure walking, their
limbs transforming and becoming entangled with text, notation, and performance instructions. Off
to the right side of the page, a figure is kneeling. The inclusion of these figures highlights that
these are instructions of executing gestures by a body as well as the status of the score as
choreography or acting instructions. These figures often resemble fashion sketches, with the
notation draped on them like fabric on a body.

11

Figure I.6. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, detail from Tableaux Vivant I, 17.
Once Bussotti establishes a continuity with the rules of engagement of traditional notation,
he breaks this by forming unexpected connections between musical elements. In doing this he
blurs the lines between notational symbols and abstract drawings, recontextualizes the meaning of
notational elements, and confuses and confounds the spatial and sonic metaphors that one takes
for granted in Western notation. An archetypal example of this practice is found in the first system
of the fourth piece for David Tudor,13 made famous by its inclusion at the beginning of Deleuze
and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus.14 In this system, five-line staves are given specific alternate
meanings (timbre, duration etc.) whereas certain clefs are given conventional pitch meaning with
traditional clefs (see figure 6 below). The material placed on this stratified network of meaning is,
instead of noteheads or other precise symbols, a tightly tangled web of lines moving freely between
the different staves. These densely tangled fibers sometimes threaten to coalesce into noteheads,
but always melt back into threads. The presence of notational devices that cross between one
framework of meaning to another freely is a frequent feature of Bussotti’s notation.
Schizo-Notation
In a paper published in Deleuze Studies from 2014, Ronald Bogue of the University of
Georgia argues that the excerpt, being the first image one sees in the text of A Thousand
Plateaus, should be read as the text’s “master image.” 15 Indeed Deleuze’s philosophy as well as
approach to writing contains many parallels to the notation and music of Bussotti.

13

Sylvano Bussotti, Five Pieces for David Tudor (London: Universal Edition, 1959).
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minnesota: University of
Minnesota Press, 1987), 3.
15
Ronald Bogue, “Scoring the Rhizome: Bussotti’s Musical Diagram,” Deleuze Studies 8, no. 4
(2014): 470–490.
14
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Figure I.7. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from Five Pieces for David Tudor.
Bussotti remarks in the introductory notes of the Five Pieces for David Tudor that the
knotted and dense line drawing overlaid onto (or segmented by) the various five-line staves is
sourced from a sketch he produced ten years prior and placed on these signs that stratify musical
parameters and meaning. It is also interesting to note that “for David Tudor” is intended as a
marking of the piece’s instrumentation rather than a dedication. Bussotti sees Tudor’s body and
the interaction of his experience via interpretation as the instrument the piece is scored for.
Deleuze speaks frequently about “machinic assemblages,” durable but transformable
means by which subjectivities become enmeshed within technical materials to a point where they
lose their externality/internality with respect to each other. Bogue makes the point that in
positioning Tudor as a part of the instrumentation, Bussotti is highlighting the status of an
interpreter in a musical performance (Tudor-piano) as a piece of a larger machinic assemblage
with the material others that co-constitute a performance force. To take this even further, the
performance consists of a larger machinic assemblage: Bussotti-score-Tudor-piano. Additionally,
Bussotti's “crossing wires” between visual art, theatre, notation, etc. is resonant with one of the
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larger themes of A Thousand Plateaus: conceptuo-material entities functioning as “machines”
which are hot-swappable and can be plugged into one another as a core aspect of the way that
society and individuals function.
The five-line staves do not possess their standard function as a sort of graph with time on
the x axis and pitch on the y. Instead, Bussotti repurposes the staves to code for other musical
parameters such as timbre and intensity. Each stave interprets the task and meaning of a staff
differently, essentially plugging the stave entity into different machinic assemblages producing
radically different connotations for the interactions between the drawing and the lines in these
different contexts.
There are five staves altogether. The indications for what each staff signifies are
numbered 1 to 5, and the actual musical material is contained by a large bracket numbered 6.
Staff 1 is labeled from top to bottom S, M, P. This is short for sordina, muted, and pizzicato. This
corresponds to the various inside the piano techniques that Tudor was fond of. The second staff
corresponds to attack and muting, with extra lines corresponding to the lid of the piano. The third
staff has five lines corresponding to fundamental parameters of sound: frequency, timbre,
duration, and intensity along with the enigmatic “sequenza.” The lines of the third stave unlike
the other staves, break off and veer in various directions, colliding with other staves. The fourth
staff corresponds to strumming inside the piano. The fifth stave contains a parenthetical A4. The
staff itself is largely empty except for the top line from staff three which, via a diagonal line,
jumps down and intersects it at A3.
Bussotti’s drawing forms what Deleuze and Guattari term a rhizome: a nonoriginary and
nonhierarchical web of polysemic intensities, with the staves themselves behaving as machinic
assemblages plugging into each other via lines of flights and creating new contexts and
14

meanings. When the top line of stave three is delaminated from its original network of meaning
and veers off to the fifth stave, it forms a new machinic assemblage around articulation of the
pitch A at some point or points of the piece. A semiotic entity that under its original regime of
signification stood for a “sequence” within Bussotti's parametrical continuum is reterritorialized
within a new regime to mean a sound event: an articulation of an A on the piano. This is the
primary logic that undergirds A Thousand Plateaus; once one deciphers this the work becomes a
lot easier to read. As such, Bussotti’s score serves as a sort of key for decoding the work. It is no
wonder the pair chose to begin the introduction to their text with the image-score.
A Brief History of Sylvano Bussotti’s Work and Career
While this text is concerned primarily with La Passion selon Sade from 1966, bits
of Bussotti’s works and career from other points in his life are also discussed. As such, a brief
overview of Bussotti’s compositional and aesthetic development, as well as his personal history,
is warranted. Bussotti was born in Florence, Italy in 1931. He died a year prior to the completion
of this text, 2021, in Milan, Italy. Bussotti’s early studies were in piano with Luigi Dallapiccola
at the Luigi Cherubini Conservatory in Florence. Early exposure to serialism informed his later
techniques and aesthetics.16
Bussotti’s formal study of composition was disrupted by the outbreak of World War II.
He never obtained any formal diploma or qualifications from the Luigi Cherubini Conservatory.
During the war, Bussotti continued rigorous self-study in composition, developing a strong sense
of compositional history and idiomatic knowledge. Bussotti came from a family of artists in
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various disciplines. His studies were inspired and goaded on by his brother Renzo Bussotti, a
painter, as well as his uncle Tono Zancanaro, who was also a painter. 17
After the war, from 1947 to 1953, Bussotti and his brother Renzo established an artistic
commune at the Castell’Arquato with poet Aldo Braibanti, a fellow gay artist and former
partisan in the Italian resistance.18 This open institution combining artistic production with
technoscientific and ecological concerns. Following the Castell’Arquato art laboratory’s six
years of operation, Braibanti faced political persecution from the post-war Italian Republic.
Following a complaint by the ultra-conservative father of one of the artists at this commune,
Braibanti was thrown in prison for “plagiarism of the mind,” 19 an archaic medieval concept that
had been revived during Italy’s fascist period (1922-1942). It was used to persecute political
dissidents and members of marginalized groups. Perhaps alternately translated as “kidnapping of
the mind,” plagio referred to crimes of ideological coercion or manipulation. Braibanti was the
last person prosecuted for this crime (and the only person prosecuted for it after World War II)
before it was declared unconstitutional in 1981.
Following the dissolution of the commune at Castell’Arquato, Bussotti moved to Paris
and studied composition with Max Deutsch. He began a series of artistic relationships which
introduced him into the Parisian musical avant-garde. He met Pierre Boulez during this time.
Additionally, he met critic and student of Theodor Adorno Heinz-Klaus Metzger, with whom he
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became lovers. Metzger brought Bussotti to the Darmstadt Summer Course where he met John
Cage and many other future collaborators, friends, and rivals. 20
Introductions to musicians through Darmstadt and other venues led to long-lasting artistic
partnerships that began in the 1950s. In 1958, David Tudor first performed Bussotti’s work in
Germany. In this same time period, Bussotti first composed for Cathy Berberian for a series of
concerts in Paris directed by Pierre Boulez.21
From 1964 to 1965, Bussotti received a sponsorship from The Rockefeller Foundation to
move to the United States. He lived and worked in Buffalo, New York during that time. In the
1970s and 1980s, Bussotti continued exploring his interests in music and theatre. He composed a
large number of works of opera, ballet, and film. Notable theatrical productions from this time
include operas he composed, directed, and designed for Teatro alla Scala such as Nottetempo
from 1976 and Le Racine from 1980. Ballet works from the era include Repetente from 1975,
Oggetto Amato from 1976, and Cristallo di Roca from 1983.22
In the past three decades, Bussotti established himself as a fixture of the Italian art world
frequently acting as director for various art biennales and continuing his work producing
costumes for and directing operas. Bussotti founded the interdisciplinary group
BUSSOTTIOPERABALLET for the performance of his own work and the work of others in the
realms of theatre, music and film.23
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Literature Review
In Italy in the 1970s, important discussion on the music of Sylvano Bussotti is found in
the work of Bussotti’s friend Francesco Degrada, such as the short book Sylvano Bussotti e il suo
teatro. As the title implies, the work investigates Bussotti’s particular approach to theatre and
theatricality, as well as his treatment of memory and the unique completeness of Bussotti’s
scores external to the situation of performance.24
From the 1980s, Alessandra Lucioli’s text Sylvano Bussotti, from a collection of books
on 20th-century (predominantly) Italian musicians published by Targa called I Grandi Musicisti
del XX Secolo, goes into some detail of Bussotti’s compositional process, including the processes
employed in his early dodecaphonic music composed while a student in Paris, and how these
techniques differed from the dodecaphonic practice of Boulez and others. 25
Paul Attinello of Newcastle University has written at length about Bussotti’s
performance of gayness, and how that came into conflict with the more conservative preStonewall gay sociality of Darmstadt in the 60s, and Boulez’s sexuality in particular. For an
introduction, see the paper Gay Darmstadt: Flamboyance and Rigour at the Summer Courses for
New Music, co-authored with David Osmond-Smith.26 Additionally, the current (2001) Grove
Encyclopedia article on Bussotti was authored by Osmond-Smith. Attinello has also authored
papers from a semiotic lens on the music of Sylvano Bussotti (a lens which will also be
elaborated in this dissertation). “Signifying Chaos: A Semiotic Analysis of Sylvano Bussotti’s
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Siciliano”27 employs a unique rhetorical style in which different epistemological strata (labelled
with Greek letters from α to 𝛿) range from fact to free interpretation.
Also from the 1990s, an article in Perspectives of New Music simply titled “The Music of
Sylvano Bussotti” by composer Erik Ulman, currently at Stanford, discusses Bussotti’s musical
and notational approaches and philosophy in an attempt to pry it from the larger and broader (at
times even disparaging) designation of “graphism” or graphical scores. 28 Ulman traces
Bussotti’s development through his involvement with Cage, Boulez, Heinz-Klaus Metzger, and
other influential figures in the life of the young composer.
Moving into the 21st century, in “The Story of Oh: The Aesthetics and Rhetoric of a
Common Vowel Sound” from 2008, Dominic Symonds investigates the graphic-spatial libretto
of La Passion selon Sade, focusing on the peculiar usage of O, oh and so on as recurring visual
and sonic feature. The title of the paper, as well as the O in Bussotti’s libretto, is a reference to
Anne Desclos’ erotic novel Histoire d'O.29 The dissertation here being proposed further
investigates these “O”s in the phenomenological context of Merleau-Ponty and his concept of the
generality of the flesh.
The relationship between Five Pieces for David Tudor and A Thousand Plateaus is
investigated by Ronald Bogue in detail in “Scoring the Rhizome: Bussotti’s Musical Diagram”
from 2014. Bogue analyzes the notation of Bussotti sometimes from a lens borrowed from the
analysis of visual art, an approach expanded on and blended with more musicological and musictheoretical approaches in this dissertation. This paper is an important corrective to the superficial
27
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attention the score and its placement in A Thousand Plateaus has received in Deleuze studies. It
posits the musical system as a master-sign of the entire work. 30
A point made in this dissertation concerns the score as a fleshy extension of the bodies of
the performers and composer. This concept is previously explored in the context of a survey of
the approaches Bussotti as well as Kagel and Stockhausen in the 2017 article “Touch-less:
Wearable music and the score-theatre” by the composer Simone Spagnolo. In this article
Spagnolo conceives of the musical score as “a wearable theatrical prop”. 31 They additionally
make a comparison between this concept of a “score-prop” and Michel Foucault’s short text
from 1973 Ceci n’est pas une pipe, 32 which analyzes the Magritte work La Trahison des
images.
Federica Marsico’s attempt to reconstruct and contextualize (in absence of a published
version) the libretto from Bussotti’s 1980 opera Le Racine: pianobar pour Phedrè resulted in the
publishing of the 2019 article Il libretto di Le Racine: pianobar pour Phedre (1980) di Sylvano
Bussotti: le fonti e la drammaturgia.33 Like many works by Bussotti, the manuscript version of
the libretto is extremely open and indeterminate, lacking any information about characters, plot,
etc. Marisco returns to old primary sources like the playbill, program notes, and reviews in order
to reconstruct a working libretto and come to terms with the inherent indeterminacy of the
material. Such a task is a useful model for this dissertation, which at its core must make an effort
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at a reconstruction of boundaries of determined and undetermined in the interpretation of La
Passion.
A semiotic approach to the analysis of the music of Bussotti is also undertaken in
“Performance et non-activité dans la représentation visuelle de la musique” by Marina Maluli
from 2020.34 While not explicitly engaging with the music of Sylvano Bussotti, semiotic analysis
of graphical scores is also advanced by Tristan McKay’s dissertation from 2019 A Semiotic
Approach to Open Notations in Works by Earle Brown, Will Redman, and Leah Asher,
particularly in the important aesthetic dimension in graphical works of ambiguity. 35
As this dissertation analyzes Bussotti’s resistance to canon formation, scholarship
regarding that process and how it has changed over time is also relevant. Of particular interest is
Georgina Born’s landmark ethnography of IRCAM, Rationalizing Culture from 1995.36 While
ethnographies often take as their subjects “primitive”, “non-western” or subcultural milieus,
Born turns the ethnographic lens on the powerful and globally influential Institut de Recherche et
de Coordination Acoustique/Musique, directed by Boulez until 1992. The work analyzes the
process by which modernism becomes institutionalized: a process this dissertation claims
Bussotti escapes (for better or for worse).
In their paper “Britten Minor: Constructing the Modernist Canon”, 37 Christopher
Chowrimootoo analyzes modernist canon formation in terms of how bifurcations are drawn
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between major and minor composers. Particular focus is placed on the music of Benjamin Britten
and the process by which he became peripheral to the likes of Schoenberg and Boulez and how
the observation of that particular situation can be instructive to how this canon formation works
in a broader sense.
Sarah Elaine Neill’s dissertation “The Modernist Kaleidoscope: Schoenberg's Reception
History in England, America, Germany and Austria 1908–1924” 38 from 2014 investigates the
early history of modernist canon formation, particularly the international reception of
Schoenberg’s freely atonal music and how this contributed to the emerging modernist canon.
Another noteworthy investigation of early modernist canon formation can be found in
Hanna Järvinen’s 2013 paper “Great Horizons Flooded with the Alien Light of the Sun: Le Sacre
du Printemps in the Russian Context”. 39 The paper is concerned with the early Russian reception
of the ballet and how that reception was remolded into the standardized continental reception as
the work was canonized.
A Brief Roadmap
The purpose of this dissertation is to use the resistance to canonization elucidated here in
the introduction as a snag to pull at and unravel the mysterious and beguiling threads of
Bussotti’s notation and its interpretational demands in the work La Passion selon Sade. While
resistance to canonization is the starting point, the petri dishes on which this discussion grows
will be different forms of historical analysis. The first chapter argues that, through a musical
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insight compatible with contemporaneous social theory of Foucault and in various ways
emerging from the political climate of Europe in the 1960s, Bussotti recognizes notation as a
technology of control. This is expressed in the score through an approach in which varied
degrees and forms of control are treated as a salient musical parameter. It is also expressed
through the choice of Sade as a subject matter and the treatment of the Louise Labé poem that
forms the libretto. The second chapter argues that, through an approach that troubles the central
temporo-spatial metaphor of Western notation and rejects conventional boundaries between
performance elements, Bussotti produces a musical universe where everyone and everything is
connected by flesh. This approach is compatible with contemporaneous social theory of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty. The third chapter argues that Bussotti short-circuits the semiotic expectations of
the score, as well as the expectation for the score to function as a symbolic language as advanced
by Nelson Goodman in order to produce situations of impossible juxtaposition and intentional
ambiguity. This evokes the centrality of “the image” in Breton and produces a form of
historicism favoring the poetics of the outmoded as tied to surrealism by Walter Benjamin. The
fourth chapter argues that Bussotti’s work contains a contradiction or antinomy: it
simultaneously transgresses the interpretive frameworks of modernist performance practice
under contemporary liberalism while extolling extreme individualism and the political centering
of the self — touchstones of that very liberalism. This contradiction is explored in the context of
three dimensions of Bussotti’s work: resistance to market logic, Bussotti’s complex relationship
to individualism, and Bussotti and Berberian’s absence as a call to act as, in the language of
Donna Haraway, speakers for the dead.
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Chapter 1: Bussotti, Foucault, Sade
Music is never tragic, music is joy. But there are times it necessarily gives us a taste for
death; not so much happiness as dying happily, being extinguished. Not as a function of a
death instinct it allegedly awakens in us, but of a dimension proper to its sound
assemblage, to its sound machine, the moment that must be confronted, the moment the
transversal turns into a line of abolition. Peace and exasperation. Music has a thirst for
destruction, every kind of destruction, extinction, breakage, dislocation.
—Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus1
Music concerns itself with life and death. Deleuze and Guattari remark, recalling
Nietzsche, that music is an affirmation of life. It reflects a will towards existence and the various
forms of becoming that are involved in the creation of difference and identity. 2 However,
Deleuze acknowledges in this same passage that this will always involve the creation of new
paths of becoming that risk veering off towards destruction, death, and desiccation. More
broadly, creation requires some obliteration of the situation as it stands, and as such carries a
destructive supplement. This self-contradictory nature of aesthetic production as creation and
destruction has been of interest to composers since at least the 19 th century and in particular to
practitioners of musical modernism.
It is certainly of primary interest to Sylvano Bussotti and plays a central role in how he
approaches notation. He deploys notation both as a creative technology and as a destructive
instrument of control and coercion. This dynamic is of interest to the European intellectual
vanguard of the latter 20th century as well. The time period witnessed a shift from politics based
in the analysis of economic relations to one based on the uncovering of forces of coercion in
nominally “non-political” domains such as aesthetics, identity, and language. This shift can be
tracked in music analysis and criticism that seeks to uncover such relations.

1
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Notation, even in its most indirect and experimental forms, exerts control over music and
musicians. It does not simply exert control over music as an abstract sound machine, but also
over the various things, concepts, and people that plug into it. Of principal interest in this chapter
is the human body and its extensions: the points of contact between the hand and the fingerboard,
the point in time and space where air stored in lungs becomes a vocal gesture, and the range of
embodied processes that contribute to the conversion of score to sound. These are topics of
interest to composers such as Bussotti and Helmut Lachenmann, as well as the litany of postLachenmann composers of the 20th and 21st century, and later to musicologists and music critics
interested in posthuman3 and materialist topics popularized in the 21st century.
Music notation belongs to a constellation of technologies and historical forms that make
injunctions upon the human body and contour the possibilities of how people live their lives and
relate themselves to social structures. Michel Foucault engages in historical analysis of such
technologies, referring to them generally in the later stages of his career as biopolitics.4 In
general, this form of analysis marks a deviation from the Marxist and other sociological analyses
of aesthetic and Frankfurt School social theorists of the avant-garde.
The first chapter of this text interrogates the role of notation’s capacity to make demands
in the music of Sylvano Bussotti. Through a musical insight compatible with contemporaneous
social theory of Foucault and in various ways emerging from the political climate of Europe in
the 1960s, Bussotti recognizes notation as a technology of control. This is expressed in the score
through an approach in which the varied degrees and forms of control are treated as a salient
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musical parameter. It is also expressed through the choice of Marquis de Sade as a subject matter
and the treatment of the Labé poem that forms the libretto of La Passion.
Many of the shortcomings of Sade’s radical liberalism run parallel to those of the 1960s
counterculture emblematic of the period in European history in which Bussotti worked. Both,
when read as uncharitably as possible, amount to reactive expressions of individual indulgence
rather than transformative political projects. Both however broadened the range of aesthetic
materials that can be circulated publicly. The revolution in attitudes towards gender and sexuality
in the 1960s was fundamental to the change in social atmosphere amongst publishers that
allowed the works of Sade to see the light of day in English.
Sade’s libertinism, structured as a peeling away of layers of social restriction against
expressions of sexuality, is morphologically similar to one of Foucault’s most frequent critical
targets: what he calls in The History of Sexuality the repressive hypothesis. This hypothesis is a
notion associated with modernity, illustrated most clearly in psychoanalysis, that subjectivity is
structured by society as layers of repression that, through various methods, can be sloughed off
to reach a deeper and more authentic form of being-in-oneself that is less mediated by these
layers of repression.
Foucault sees this hypothesis and its articulation within the framework of psychoanalysis
as a new technology of control whereby, in the guise of achieving a more direct relationship to
the self, society allows the logic and institutional apparatuses of biopower to achieve deeper
control over the subject.5 The argument proposed is therefore not that Sade is proto-Foucauldian,
but that his project provides a historical context for Bussotti’s Foucauldian investigation of the
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history of sensuality in opera as well as in Western musical notation, and therefore it is no
coincidence that Bussotti chose Sade as a topic for his work. While the mature Foucault had a
critical relationship to the work of Sade, the young Foucault’s appreciation for Sade bordered on
hagiography. In the biographical monograph The Passion of Michel Foucault, James Miller
states that Sade served as a role model for Foucault as a student both in terms of aesthetics and
philosophy.6
Sade is the linkage that connects Foucault and Bussotti. Though a radical and selfproclaimed philosopher of a new mode of living endemic to post-revolution France, Sade was
himself a historicist in the negative sense. He sought to establish a genealogy of moral
injunctions and restrictive social mores that then can be systematically routed out and destroyed
via his literary and philosophical projects of libertinism and radical republicanism.
Sade made a deep impression on 19th- and 20th-century artistic movements such as
surrealism. His works served as touchstones for Buñuel, Man Ray, and others. He had a second
resurgence later in the 20th century, becoming a popular culture institution and experienced a
resurgence in public visibility in the 1960s. It is important to note that Bussotti’s theatre piece
that is the topic of this essay was written during this resurgence. In his book The Autonomy of
Pleasure: Libertines, License, and Sexual Revolution, James Steintrager makes the point that this
resurgence intersected with the release of many accessible translations of Sade into English. 7 The
previous translational vacuum was not so much a function of a lack of interest in Sade’s work,
but the result of an active censorship on the part of publishers. English editions were available
only by subscription and specifically to academics. Prior to the 1960s, in the anglosphere Sade
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was known more as a literary figure associated with a body of attitudes and ideas than a writer or
philosopher. Few had read his work in English translation.
In a short, printed interview entitled “Sade: The Sergeant of Sex,” Michel Foucault
discusses Sade and Sadism as distinct entities, particularly within the context of contemporary
cinema. For Foucault, far from being liberating of its fictional subjects, Sade’s prose functions as
a straitjacket of ritual and formalism from which deviation is impossible without rendering the
source inert.8 As such, Foucault sees Sade as resistant to the tropes of cinema, with montage and
camera angle necessarily providing commentary as well as positionality through the gaze of the
camera. Foucault discusses how while in Sadism the body is atomized through becoming the
object of the other’s desire or “the organ of the mouth that has been soiled and is meant for
someone else’s pleasure,” 9 it becomes atomized through a distinct process of technical
mediation in which through representation, mechanical reproduction, and the redoubling of the
gaze through the camera, it becomes some alien entity disembodied from desire: in his word,
“unnamable.” This is a concept explored in the work of Blanchot and Derrida under the name of
the neuter and the supplement respectively.
While the thing being peeled away in Sade’s work, namely the monarchist repression of
pleasure, is something that Foucault is deeply skeptical of, there is a homology in the relying on
a process of “peeling away.” This homology extends to the music and notational practice of
Bussotti. For these three artists, their material (repression, history, and notation respectively) is
like a tree and the hand of the artist is like a saw deliberately hacking through the wood. They

8

Michel Foucault, “The Sergeant of Sex,” Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology: The Essential Works of Foucault
1954–1984 Volume II (New York: The New Press, 1998): 223–28.
9
Ibid.

28

leave different layers exposed in different places not only to reveal some deeper aspect of the
material itself but to produce through that process an autonomous work.
Bussotti’s music, in its autobiographical content and focus on the individual experience
of composer and performer, is symptomatic of the neoliberal turn to a politics of everyday life
and the instrumentalization of what Foucault called the care of the self that came to undergird
those very institutions and their relationship to austerity states like 21 st-century France. In his
Birth of Biopolitics lectures, given in 1978 and 1979, Foucault puts forward a speculative new
model of liberatory political action, partially rooted in his prior analyses of institutional power
and his analysis of the failures and successes of 1968 in France. This new analysis was
additionally influenced by his account of the Iranian uprising of 1978, as well as emerging
political movements such as the gay rights movements in Europe and the United States. These
analyses rooted political action in the self-realization of individuals via the experience of ordeals
or limit-experiences rather than fidelity to particular top-down political models or forms of
ideological analysis. What Foucault admired in the Maoist revolutionaries of the 1968 uprising in
France was not a leftist commitment to the universality of a liberatory project but, in the words
of Mitchell Dean and Daniel Zamora, “the way they engaged their whole existence and body in
the struggle rather than their politics per se. It was how, as James Miller astutely observed, they
transformed politics into a limit-experience.” 10
Bussotti’s aestheticization of notation as a technology of control over bodies and the
sensoria of performers, his preoccupation with his own identity and the identity of the composer
as a will to be asserted through the work, and interest in musical limit-experiences achieved
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through themes of Sadism and problematics of navigating difficult and often underdetermined
notation, indicate in Bussotti a turn towards music as a tool for the transformation of the self
rather than the realization of a communal social truth. This is an instrumental function that
Foucault will later apply to politics in his biopolitics lectures.
Bussotti’s modernism contains a fidelity to expressionism as a modernist ideal. It resists
disentangling from its social and affective core and integration into the increasingly technocratic
performance practice of 21st-century state-modernism. However, in its positing of selftransformation as central to political transformation, Bussotti’s music, in a paradoxical way,
asserts the very logic of the institutions with which it is incompatible.
This is an antinomy at the core of the project of making sense of Bussotti’s music from
the 1960s: both the context of 21st-century art music performance practice and 21st-century
politics, including the legacy of the neoliberal turn that thinkers like Foucault embarked on in the
1970s. The nature of this antinomy will be further explored in the fourth chapter of this work.
Bussotti’s music short-circuits the process of canon formation that renders radical pieces
from the 1960s as technocratic exercises in precision and virtuosity in their 21 st-century
interpretations. However, in its attention paid to the body as a site to be controlled or
emancipated, its autobiographical focus on individuals both near and distant to the composition
of the piece, and a general biopolitical concern with care of the self, it displays aesthetic features
easily analyzable within the same neoliberalism that undergirds technocratic new music
institutions funded by liberal democratic states such as IRCAM and Ensemble
Intercontemporain.11

11

Born, Rationalizing Culture.

30

1968 in France, three years after the publication of La Passion, was an important moment
in this aesthetic and political transition. The 1968 student revolution in Paris serves as a
historical bifurcation point in the European political imagination as well as the relationship
between that imagination and music, art, and thought. In his book Music and the Elusive
Revolution: Cultural Politics and Political Culture in France, 1968–1981, Eric Drott offers a
historical account of how music aided, sabotaged, and reacted to the movement. This text
characterizes the institutional musical avant-garde in the late 1960s as having little sympathy for
the revolutionary movement or for the prospect of radical social transformation in general. When
the student protests broke out, Boulez was in Saint-Étienne participating in an “outreach” music
festival in the countryside. Quite tellingly, Drott highlights that Boulez, in a talk addressing the
“crisis” in musical language facing the avant-garde and a need to integrate contemporary music
into public life, issues a call for composers not to isolate themselves in “groupuscules.” Boulez
utilizes a derogatory term from political discourse that refers to far left groups, particularly the
Maoist student groups that were driving the May 1968 movement.
Boulez repackages a bourgeoise anti-revolutionary message from the popular press and
targets it towards the more insular politics of contemporary music. According to Boulez’s logic,
revolutionary movements are too insular and dedicated to the particulars of their own ideology to
achieve social change. Instead, bourgeois institutions should be left intact and reformed slowly
according to their own logic. Drott quotes Boulez, “Everyone defends his own small piece of
territory and regards himself, in the fashionable jargon, as a groupuscule. This really is the death
of music in the wider sense and of expression as such.” 12
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Revolutionary groups were skeptical of the European avant-garde and preferred protest
chansons and other congregational music that could directly and explicitly communicate
revolutionary ideas and be reproduced easily by large groups of non-musicians. In the realm of
professional music, there was a strong interest in free jazz recordings that were beginning to
experience transatlantic circulation. French leftist listeners heard in free jazz the rage and direct
expression of the American post-colonial subject, with many drawing parallels between
institutional racism and the legacy of slavery in the United States with the legacy of the
colonization of Algeria in France.13
Not all responses from the musical avant-garde were as apathetic and dismissive as that
of Boulez and mainstream contemporary music. For instance, Luc Ferrari’s pieces of the time,
including those in the Tautologos series drew from his experiences as a musical “animator”
attempting to use the exploration of new aesthetic forms as a tool to instill in people a curiosity
and desire to search for new forms of life and new social arrangements. These pieces also did not
demand virtuosic ability for their performance. Drott quotes Ferrari in characterizing this
approach: “artistic creation is not generated by mythic individuals anymore, representing an
intellectual aristocracy, but is generated by the greatest number of people.” 14 Cornelius Cardew’s
politicization in the 1960s led to a more abrupt change of approach and attitude. Cardew ceased
composing in the graphical idiom typified by Treatise and began composing and performing
popular protest songs, going as far as to excoriate the bourgeois politics of the musical avantgarde in Stockhausen Serves Imperialism. This intervention includes self-criticism of Treatise as
a score that serves as “an obstacle between the musicians and the audience.” 15
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From the perspective of the present moment, and without speculation as to what the
future might bring, the victor of this ideological struggle in the 1960s is the mainstream
bourgeois tendency of Boulez and company. Contemporary music is less politically radical then
it has been in a long time, and institutions like IRCAM and Ensemble Intercontemporain ensure
the hegemony of this state-sanctioned modernism. When contemporary music attempts to
approach social issues or deal with ideological problems, it does so in ways that render invisible
any alternative to neoliberal hegemony. An excoriating analysis of this phenomenon can be
found in Marianna Ritchey’s “Amazing Together”: Mason Bates, Classical Music, and
Neoliberal Values.”16
This local political and historical motion in art music mirrors the broader political fallout
from the 1968 student protests and the momentum towards the right in the politics of the colonial
core via austerity for citizens and neo-imperial market globalism and its extractive logic for the
Global South. In the wake of the 1960s, intellectuals like Foucault embraced the promises of
austerity and deregulation as they were advocated by American neoliberals and European
reformers in the 1970s. Without the benefit of 21 st-century hindsight, this new anti-Keynesian
ideology appeared as a way out of or even a sublation of historical conflicts regarding the
organization of future societies that came to a head in the 1960s. Following the failure of the
1968 movement to produce a left-wing restructuring of French society, a reformist neoliberal
government took power in France, with the support of Foucault and other intellectuals.
This new government, led by Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, introduced a number of reforms
benefiting marginalized groups and modernizing French public life, but also, in the wake of the
global energy crisis in the early 1970s, introduced austerity measures that effectively shifted
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French economic policy from post-war Keynesianism to neoliberalism permanently. Dean and
Zamora characterize Foucault’s embrace of this turn in French governmentality in the following
manner:
In this age of neoliberalism, we understand that ‘whenever one commits an act that is
exercising power, it costs, and not just economically’. For Foucault, the emergent
neoliberalism or Giscardian ‘advanced liberalism’ thus appears as a more ‘tolerant’ and
less normative governmentality, perfectly able to respond to the economic and political
‘crisis’ of the exercise of disciplinary power within the welfare state. 17
In the late 1970s, a strange intersection took hold with the right-wing libertarianism of
the emerging Western economic order and the entrenched libertarianism of the French
intellectual left, marked by a skepticism of power and coercion. Foucault’s bitter distaste for
“Stalinism” and his critique of the welfare state as an expression of what he called pastoral
power produced unexpected common ground with the architects of the coming hyper-privatized
world. Foucault in fact admired Milton Friedman and supported his goals of replacing Keynesian
welfare state policies with a “negative income tax” or in more contemporary parlance a universal
basic income, while gutting entitlement programs and deregulating banks and financial
institutions. In the eyes of Foucault, the liberation from reliance on pastoral power and the
removal of post-war financial regulations would further atomize control, putting it into the hands
of individuals and allowing more uninhibited forms of self-expression and pursuance of the self.
This embrace of the coming political order near the end of his life transformed Foucault’s
thought.
While in his earlier work he had never joined francophone intellectuals like Jean-Paul
Sartre and Frantz Fanon in in fully embracing left-wing governmentality and anti-imperialism,
Foucault neglected to propose an alternative. He relished a Nietzschean role of uncoverer,
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analyzing the exercise of power in situations that appear liberatory or at least ideologically inert.
It is a great irony that while Foucault was able to astutely observe the covert function of power in
epistemologically “objective” environments such the laboratory, the analysist’s chair, the school,
and the statistician’s instruments, he, in the end, failed to sufficiently consider the exercise of
power in environments where said exercise is considerably less covert: global banking
institutions, Western non-governmental organizations, and multinational corporations.
While composers of the mid-century European avant-garde were never at the vanguard of
leftist politics, the 1968 activities in France helped elucidate the political orientation and class
character of Boulez, Stockhausen, and others. Reflecting on their politics in the 1960s, the
crystallization of the institutionalized avant-garde in the latter 20 th century seems a foregone
conclusion. Bussotti however, is a more contradictory and thus difficult to historicize figure. His
music and his notational strategies both challenge the avant-garde as a technoscientific institution
and prefigure the individualist logic of those very institutions. This is part of what makes him
such a rich historical figure ripe for investigation. Bussotti is an artist whose complex and
contradictory relation to the avant-garde, notation, identity, and 20 th-century thought can help us
imagine 21st-century strategies for navigating these issues.
Biopolitical Control and Notation
The development of the score, a document from which everyone can perform, is an
important event not only in the history of the capacity for composers to write more complex
polyphony and rhythmic figures, but also in the history of notation as a tool of control. 18
Prior to the standardization of the score, early polyphonic music was written as individual
lines which were then performed together. The composer had to imagine their combined effect
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when writing the music. Having a combined score not only allowed for the visualization of
multiple complex lines of counterpoint as they occur in real time, but it transformed a technology
of more diffuse individual control into one of scalable group control.
The score, arising in later medieval music, emerged as an early tool in Western music of
group choreographic control. It gave the composer the capacity to tell groups of people what to
do with their bodies and what sounds to make at particular moments in time. While this is a
negative framing of its activity in the sense that it illuminates the progression of technologies of
restriction, it is, for the aesthetic world of Bussotti, as well as Sade and Foucault, a creative
technology. Since pleasure arises from and is inseparable from control and even pain, there is a
sense in which freedom arises from and is inseparable from bondage and technologies of
discipline and punishment. Compositional freedom is predicated on the development of
technologies for social control.
While Bussotti’s notation does not explicitly reference medieval or Renaissance notation,
there is certainly a sense in which his approach to notation is historicized in much the same way
as his approach to sensuality in opera. Bussotti is aware that across history notation has not only
been wielded with varying degrees of specificity and control but has also served various social
and political functions within the context of the court, the chamber, and the academy. Bussotti’s
sampling of different levels of notational control is a guided tour through the early history of
Western notation.
Early examples of utilizing the score paradigm, where multiple voices are written on one
page to demonstrate how they sync up temporally, include the conductus repertoire of the 12 th
century in Paris. This form of the score predates the precise notation of rhythm. Instead, rhythm
is notated using the ligature symbols that are often associated with modal rhythm. This
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functioned as a system of abstracted rhythmic values that served as an early attempt to
standardize rhythmic materials. As such, when modern transcriptions are created of this
repertoire there is some degree of guesswork employed in identifying specific rhythms. 19
However, the overall large-scale synchronization of rhythms from syllable to syllable are
spatially determined. This is not unlike Bussotti’s approach on pages such as 8b (first reproduced
in figure 1 and represented again below). As Western musical notation gained precision through
its advancement as a technology, it gained capacity for exerting control and discipline. As such, a
historically minded composer such as Bussotti can flip through historical milieus and discover
articulations of the varying degrees of control utilized.
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Figure 1.1. Left: three voice composition Alleluia Nativitas by Perotin.20 Right: Sylvano
Bussotti, Page 9b (19) from La Passion selon Sade.
Later in the Middle Ages, the score format was temporarily abandoned. As polyphonic
voices were growing in rhythmic complexity and developing melodic and contrapuntal
independence, composers wanted to stress this independence by returning to utilizing parts as
tools for performance. The 16th century saw many developments in the control capacity of
notation. The predecessors of contemporary proportional rhythmic notation were developed.
Whereas previous mensural rhythmic notation could only refer generally to rhythmic modes and
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gestures, the new proportional notation allowed for the articulation of precise rhythms. 21
Composers could tell performers what to do within a defined temporal grid.
At the same time, music pedagogy shifted from the domain of singers and choirmasters to
instrumentalists, particularly keyboardists. This led to the adoption of notational devices from
instrumental music such as the barline and the beam in ensemble music. This also led to the
reintroduction of the score. The combination of the score’s capacity to represent a composite
texture on a single page and the new developments in temporal specificity meant that a composer
could render, with a great degree of precision, a choreographic account of bodily injunctions on a
large group of performers.
The influence went both ways, and these new disciplinary functions and capacities began
to exert a strong influence on the style and aesthetic of concert and church music across Europe.
These developments in notation allowed for the proliferation of increasingly rhythmically and
harmonically complex polyphony during the Renaissance. 22 Additionally, the ability to notate the
twelve chromatic pitches and position them within a proportional temporal grid was a
precondition for the development and codification of tonality and its conventions. Without the
standardization of the five-line staff and its corresponding system of accidentals, it would be
impossible to visualize the movement through the twelve keys via dominant / tonic relationships
as well as contrapuntal relationships and tendency tones that undergird the logic of tonality.
As such, this disciplinary logic is at the core of the development of tonal music and its
extension and expansion in the 19th century. Just as Foucault identifies how the historical
developments of liberalism, democratic societies, and technological and scientific institutions are
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informed and enabled by the more subterranean development of tools of discipline and control
including norms of the body, statistical analysis, and spatial technologies of surveillance, 23 the
development of the primary historical innovations of Western music are enabled by the
development of notation as an increasingly sophisticated tool of control.
Music notation, unlike the apparatus of the state, is utilized within the voluntary and
consensual arena of musical performance. One is not coerced into participating in a musical
performance in the same way one is offered little choice in participating in a society. As such,
realms like musical performance, performance art, and dance can serve as stages upon which the
antagonistic forces of discipline and control inherent in the institutions people interact within
their daily lives can be performed, interrogated, and aestheticized with safety and trust.
Performance provides the opportunity to peel back the layers of disciplinary technology that
contribute to the historical construction of notation in a realm where we understand the meaning
of the work to be emerging as a commentary on these differing levels of notational control and to
correspond to different historical phases in the development of musical notation.
It is in keeping with the investigation of the historical instrumentalization of notation that
Bussotti utilizes opera as the medium for exploration of the social forces that exist below the
surface of performance. From its origins in the Renaissance, opera has always contained explicit
elements of social satire. Comic operas, intermezzi, and opera buffa were often class satires that
explore the absurdities of 18th-century European class dynamics. Works such as Giovanni
Battista Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona utilize the operatic frame towards such an end. In La
Serva Padrona the social expectations of economy and gender are inverted in an example of
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what Bakhtin calls the carnivalesque.24 The maidservant is clever and in control, ultimately
tricking the aging and foolish master of the house into marrying her. Ultimately, he realizes the
deception was unnecessary as he is in love with her, allowing the class structure, which in noncomic contexts is “naturalized” and discursively off limits, to be turned on its head. 25
Bussotti does something similar with notation to what Pergolesi does with baroque class
dynamics: power structures are turned on their head through the medium of opera. Further
cementing the divide in attitude and approach from contemporaries like Boulez, Bussotti
approaches modernist performance and notational practice with a degree of whimsy and humor
that approaches satire.
Bodily Control and Foucault’s History of Sexuality
The seventeenth century, then, was the beginning of an age of repression emblematic of
what we call the bourgeois societies, an age which perhaps we still have not completely
left behind. Calling sex by its name thereafter became more difficult and more costly. As
if in order to gain mastery over it in reality, it had first been necessary to subjugate it at
the level of language, control its free circulation in speech, expunge it from the things
that were said, and extinguish the words that rendered it too visibly present. And even
these prohibitions, it seems, were afraid to name it.
—Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 26
Foucault’s most exhaustive analysis is of the administration and control of sexuality in
Western societies in his four-volume History of Sexuality, the first volume being published three
years before his The Birth of Biopolitics lectures and two volumes published in the year of his
death, 1984. The final volume was published posthumously. Typical of Foucauldian historical
analysis, the method is implicit in the title. What does it mean for what appears to be a durable
concept like sexuality to have a history? For Foucault, these large social categories have different
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meanings and deployments depending on the different historical epistemes in which they occur
and the particular arrangements of ethics and being in which they are situated. An episteme is a
historical epoch defined through its dominant forms of knowledge. In other words, an episteme is
an approach to history that maps changes in the epistemological foundations of society and their
attendant sources of authority for establishing what constitutes truth: be they the church,
technoscientific institutions, or capitalist industry.
The History of Sexuality has dual resonances with Bussotti’s La Passion selon Sade.
First, La Passion selon Sade, like many of Bussotti’s other pieces, aestheticizes notation as a
form of bodily control in a way that demonstrates a Foucauldian consciousness of how
technologies and institutions act on the body of the subject. Secondly, the piece explicitly
thematizes not only sexuality, but a historical and intertextual engagement with forms of
sensuality and sex throughout the history of opera as it moves through its various epistemes
(sexuality itself colored by its presentation in differing historical conditions with their attendant
forms of knowledge). Perhaps the most obvious illustration of this second point is Bussotti’s
stage directions.

Translation: N.B. [Take Note:] the furniture and objects on stage must belong to the opera
repertoire — for example, the sofa from La Traviata, the bed from Otello, the kneeler [the piece
of furniture you kneel on when taking communion at church] from Don Carlos, torture devices
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from Turandot, desks and stools from Manon, etc. — there should be nothing modern on stage,
everything should be antique.27
Figure 1.2. Sylvano Bussotti, detail of scene diagram from La Passion selon Sade. 28
Bussotti calls for all the furniture used to be sourced from productions of historical
operas. These pieces of furniture are generally from erotic scenes and are certainly used that way
in Bussotti’s work. Sofas and beds carry erotic connotations throughout operatic history. When
considering the role of furniture in the history of sexuality and thought, a quotation from
Foucault discussing psychoanalysis proves relevant:
But have we not liberated ourselves from those two long centuries in which the history of
sexuality must be seen first of all as the chronicle of an increasing repression? Only to a
slight extent, we are told. Perhaps some progress was made by Freud; but with such
circumspection, such medical prudence, a scientific guarantee of innocuousness, and so
many precautions in order to contain everything, with no fear of “overflow,” in that safest
and most discrete of spaces, between the couch and discourse: yet another round of
whispering on a bed.29
For Foucault, Sadism30 and psychoanalysis are both epistemo-technical modes of acting
on the body of subjects, complete with similar set dressing. The bed and sofa, torn from the
erotic history of opera, have resonances with the titular boudoir in Sade’s Philosophy in the
Boudoir,31 a work that despite its novelistic and erotic material, is the most explicit statement of
Sade’s moral and political philosophy. Sade is perhaps a progenitor of the later 20 th-century
theory-fiction that engages the relationship between techne and the human body.
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Before discussing this erotic history and its connection to the philosophy of Sade, it is
useful to step back and discuss Bussotti’s relationship to notation and its disciplinary and control
functions. Bussotti’s relationship to notation can be understood in contrast to John Cage’s more
well-known thoughts on the topic. In the quotation below, John Cage discusses his desire to
“demilitarize” language. Musical notation is not a complete language in the sense of English or
American Sign Language. It would be very difficult to communicate that I am going to the
grocery store to buy apples using musical notation. Music’s relationship to symbolic language is
discussed further in the third chapter of this work. Music is, however, a system of signs
indicating the physical orientations of instruments and bodies needed to produce particular
sounds and bodily actions.
Since words, when they communicate, have no effect, it dawns on us that we need a
society in which communication is not practiced, in which words become nonsense as
they do between lovers, in which words become what they originally were: trees and stars
and the rest of primeval environment. The demilitarization of language: a serious musical
concern.32
Cage desires to neutralize this function of notation-as-language. He expresses as a goal a
replacing of “communication” and its attendant disciplinary function with a sort of play or free
proliferation of sound symbols. While encountering the work of Cage at Darmstadt was a
definitive moment in Bussotti’s work, he lacks such a desire. Part of the sensuality of Bussotti’s
notation involves transference of this disciplinary feature into the space of eroticism. In other
words, the sexualization of control, a feature at the core of Sadism, particularly in the sense of
the sexualization of control of the administration of pain. However, a larger point can be inferred
regarding more broader concepts of touch and control that extend beyond sexuality. In the music
of Bussotti, sensuality becomes symbolic or metaphorical of the relationship between the
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composer, performer, and score at the touch points where they combine to become an abstract
machine or a lowest common denominator of experience.
An additional divergence between Bussotti and Cage regarding their philosophies of
notation and composition exists regarding the role of the composer in the musical work. Cage
identifies the despotic role that the composer fills in Western music as a problem that, through
his approach to composition involving the application of chance procedures and (for example in
the case of the number pieces) controlled performer freedom, he attempts to solve. Cage devised
modes of composition that aimed to systematically remove the composer’s ego and intuition
from the compositional process and to decenter them from the act of performance. He was
harshly critical of composers who, in his eyes, centered themselves too much in their work. This
is evident, for example, in an interview where he recounts his experience at a Glenn Branca
concert. Cage expresses his distaste for Branca’s macho guitar conducting and egocentric
approach.33 Where Cage’s anti-egoic anarchism reflects certain political attitudes in mid-century
US avant-garde circles, Bussotti’s autobiographical tendencies and concern for disciplinary
control point towards attitudes associated with neoliberal individualism in the later 20 th century
and the 21st.
Bussotti relished the status of the composer as disciplinarian and whip-wielder asserting
control over performers. He included his own name within libretti and scores as a textual and
musical element. Bussotti very much emphasized the role of the composer and the affirmation of
the will of the composer within the abstract machine of a composition. Whereas Cage saw the
ego of the composer as a sort of totalitarian influence to be purged from composition, Bussotti

33

John Cage, John Cage Talks About Grenn Branca for 18 Minutes,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzfG9V_hDps.

45

saw it as another aesthetic field in which art can be made: another machinic module that can be
plugged into a performance.
This is evident in his declaration that the phrase “For David Tudor” in the title of Five
Pieces for David Tudor is an instrumental indication rather than a dedication. 34 Bussotti sees the
identity of performers and composers as indivisible from the work. The reflection of this attitude
towards the artist in his personal comportment is what brought him into conflict with both
Boulez and Cage at Darmstadt in the 1960s. This concern for the identity of individual
performers and composers resonates with the post-1968 turn towards personal politics and what
Foucault calls care of the self as a rejection of traditional (mass) politics. In this sense, Bussotti
embodies an emerging 1970s liberalism with its focus on identity in relief to Cage’s anarchist
and pacifist concerns.
Compared to some other composers’ postwar practices, Bussotti’s approach to notation is
not particularly constricting or prescriptive. Composers such as Lachenmann and those he
inspired, as well as the British complexity composers utilize extreme notational specificity
towards different ends. In the case of musique concrète instrumentale, that end is sounding the
marginal artifacts of classical music performance. In the case of Brian Ferneyhough, Chris
Dench, James Dillon, Michael Finnissy, and their contemporaries, it is an aesthetics of failure
resulting from information overload. These composers mine the breaking point of interpretation
as an expressive field or an “essential problem” in the language of modernist aesthetic theory.
For notation to function as a technology of control, it does not need to be particularly controlling
in the ways that the notation of Ferneyhough, Dillon, or other such composers often is. It only
needs to establish relative degrees of control as something to be meaningfully varied.
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Bussotti aestheticizes notation as a technology of control by varying the amount of
freedom given to performers at different points in a piece. The degree of notational prescription
itself becomes a musical parameter to be varied like consonance and dissonance in the common
practice, noise and pitch in musique concrète instrumentale, or harmonicity and anharmonicity in
spectralism. The straitjacket of specific notation is thrown into relief amongst the moments in
Bussotti’s scores in which the logic of Western notation breaks down and is reassembled into
new logics. In La Passion selon Sade, Bussotti presents pages of instrumental and vocal music
that are more or less notated in the way a conductor is used to seeing music laid out. These are
juxtaposed with pages whose notational unconventionality lends them the character of a partial
improvisation: materials where the performer is tasked with a high level of interpretive input not
unlike the graphical scores that the work Bussotti is often grouped with. Compare two pages
from the opera:

Figure 1.3. Sylvano Bussotti, pages 8 (17) and 8b (19) from La Passion selon Sade.
These two consecutive pages represent sections of the opera that occur in proximity. The
first page (8) is one of the tableaux vivants featured in La Passion which are also performable as
independent works. The second page (8b) is separated from the first page by one marked 8a
which is of intermediary notational specificity between 8 and 8b. Page 8 scaffolds text and vocal
47

music around an image of a human figure that resembles a fashion sketch. Bussotti’s interest in
fashion sketching and its connection to his interdisciplinary interest in opera costuming helps to
elucidate his philosophy of bodily control.35
On page 8, the singer and percussionist freely move through these materials in
performance. They chart their own course through the score-image. The synchronization and
order is determined not by Bussotti, but by the interpreters in real time during a performance.
Page 8b more closely resembles traditional notation. Time moves uniformly across the X
axis and the synchronization or desynchronization between instruments is determined by their
co-occurrence (or lack thereof) at points on the same axis. The staves are each labeled
conventionally, and they map to specific instruments as indicated by the brackets on the lefthand side of the page. Some elements are absent such as time signatures and a strict durational
inventory. Some dotted bars for particular instruments contain more eighth notes than others, and
so the durational structure is relative. There is no absolute rhythm. However, since all performers
read from the score, they are to coordinate their simultaneous attacks. As the performer moves
from 8 to 8b, they are progressively subjected to greater degrees of control by the score.
Neither of these pages of music can be characterized as extremely notationally precise,
like music of Dillon or Ferneyhough. They both afford performers a considerable degree of
freedom. What is important is that Bussotti aestheticizes the difference in degree of performer
freedom. 8b, when compared to a system of music by Ferneyhough is quite free, but when
compared to the tableau vivant that it follows, it is clearly more specific and the resultant sounds
from moment to moment are more composed out. Bussotti could have written the entire piece at
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the same level of performer freedom (an approach shared by Cage, Cardew, Lachenmann, and
Ferneyhough). Instead, by intentionally varying the level of freedom from page to page and
scene to scene, Bussotti demonstrates that notation’s status as a technology of variable control is
for him a performance parameter for like duration, articulation, or dynamics.
The variability of control as a musical parameter mirrors the writing of Sade. In the first
few dialogues of Philosophy in the Boudoir a variety of transgressive sex acts are justified on the
basis of a pure hedonism. Some of these acts are only transgressive in the context of the
particular repressive monarchist morality he was reacting against, such as homosexuality. Others
are clear violations of the autonomy and rights of others that are universally seen as violations.
Sade develops a politically inflected extreme Dionysianism whereby if an act generates pleasure,
one is justified in doing it contra the repressive logic of French aristocracy. Sade’s ultimate
moral injunction to enjoy at the expense of everything else is taken to its extreme telos in this
investigation. In Sade’s vision of ideal republicanism, one is justified in murder if the act is
committed in pursuit of enjoyment. All this is taught in the bedroom of Madame de Saint-Ange,
with its various beds and couches being the sites of transgression. With the focus on personal
fulfilment at all expense, there are resonances between the liberalism of Sade and the late
liberalism of Milton Friedman and Michel Foucault. The stage dressing of La Passion selon Sade
consists of various bedroom furniture from the history of opera. In a sense, La Passion selon
Sade transposes opera’s history into Sade’s titular boudoir.
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Figure 1.4. Sylvano Bussotti, Schema per la Scena from La Passion selon Sade, 3.
In accordance with Bussotti’s declaration in the score that “all act, at the same time, as
musicians and as actors,”36 there is no separation between the orchestral pit and the performers.
Instead, the musicians and singers are scattered across the stage with their location changing in
different parts of the piece as indicated by the dotted arrows. The score thus functions as both a
choreographic diagram and a guide for setting the stage. Bussotti includes bedroom furniture
such as a “very large sofa” at the front as well as a large canopy bed at the back. Reflecting on
the previously introduced quotation from The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, it is hard not to
conceive of this large sofa as polysemic: representing the bedroom of Madame de Saint-Ange as
well as the analysist’s couch, or any sort of general dominion of power. Foucualt would observe
a similarity between both these scenarios and Catholic confession, noting the persistence of
Christian morality in secular liberalism.37
In most operas, there is an exteriority to the bedroom. There are scenes that take place on
the battlefield, in the countryside, and in the city. The bedroom is one scene amongst many,
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associated with particular dramatic and narrative tropes. This is not true in La Passion. There are
no abrupt scene changes; most everything occurs in a virtual bedroom furnished from the annals
of operatic history. Bussotti’s work functions as an opera itself as well as a critical investigation
of a particular aspect of the poetics of opera by focusing explicitly on the bedroom. By doing this
he makes a lateral transhistorical sample of opera history cut in a surreal fashion from its
expected narrative and thematic contexts.
The resonances of Sade in Bussotti’s treatment of history can also be observed his
treatment of the libretto. One would expect, given the title of the work, that the libretto is taken
from a text or texts by Sade. This is in fact not the case. The libretto is a visual poem (or as
Bussotti calls it a “verbal collage” [collage verbal]) created from the text of “Sonnet II” by
Louise Labé (1520–1566).38 The libretto consists entirely of the full text of “Sonnet II”
rearranged spatially to highlight particular textual relationships. Labé or “La Bella Cordière” was
the daughter of a wealthy rope maker during the Renaissance. Her poetry consists primarily of
classical forms such as elegies and sonnets. A recurring theme in her work is the representation
of worldly and chthonic love, producing a dissonance or contradiction with the elegance,
symmetry, and restraint often attributed to the classical forms she favors. Below is reproduced
the text of the poem in translation by Polly Shulman as well as Bussotti’s collage verbal
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consisting of the text in the original French with various interjections by Bussotti.

Figure 1.5. Left: Sylvano Bussotti, libretto from La Passion selon Sade, 4. Right: Louise Labé,
“Sonnet II,” trans. Polly Shulman.39
The sonnet set by Bussotti is concerned with this notion of love. There are two recurring
qualities to the metaphors utilized by Labé. First, they involve the natural world and natural
processes. In particular, fire, water and the night are invoked. Language suggesting pain
(burning, tears, pain, death) is salient. There is also an evocation of various musical instruments
and forms (violin, lute, the air). These pleasure and pain binaries invoke Deleuze and Guattari’s
text from A Thousand Plateaus that forms the epigraph for this chapter: “music is never tragic,
music is joy. But there are times it necessarily gives us a taste for death; not so much happiness
as dying happily, being extinguished.”40 This is the primary theme in the poem, as well as a
foundational theme in the work of Sade: the line between pleasure and pain is a thin one, and an
excess of pleasure causes pain. In the philosophy of Jacques Lacan, this sort of excess of
pleasure causing pain is known as jouissance. In this framework it is caused by lack, or rather the
always futile attempt to overcome lack through excess. In other words, an insurmountable
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boundary separates us from the object of our desire, and our attempts to reach that object, even at
their most excessive, only lead to a reinscription of that lack. 41
The poem also asserts a similar sensibility to that expressed by Madame Saint-Ange in
Philosophy in the Boudoir when she states that, “It has pleased Nature so to make us that we
attain happiness only by way of pain.” 42 The love for the other in the Labé poem is depicted as a
series of painful gestures (burns, sighs, deaths, pains) whereas the other, despite their capacity to
inflict pain, in themselves left unharmed by the ordeal. The poem depicts a sado-masochistic
power dynamic in which one lover possess control and the capacity to inflict pain and the other,
in this case the narrator of the sonnet, is the passive receiver of the pleasure produced through
this pain.
In the Bussotti work, the voice and its relation to narrator, audience, musicians,
conductor, and technologists is on the receiving side of the dynamic of jouissance. Bussotti
levels the playing field between these forces in the way that the work is staged and the
performance instructions. In La Passion, everyone is made to experience the subjectivity of
Labé’s narrator, aside from Bussotti himself, who may be functioning as the sadistic lover in the
poem.
Labé compares music, “O violin, O lute, O plaintive air” to love mediated through a
“thousand deaths caught in a thousand chains” via the juxtaposition of the musical references to
the body of the lover in the previous line: “Oh laughter, forehead, fingers, arms, hair.” The
symbolism of chains reflects bondage, another aspect that makes this poem attractive to Bussotti.
He includes such instruments of bondage in the visual sketches that accompany and melt into the
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musical notation. A broader theme emerges in Deleuze, Bussotti, and Labé: that creativity is a
force of decoding, remapping, and producing new relationships between materials in a way that
requires the negation of some previously existing order. As such, creative forces such as music
and love are inherently dangerous and destructive in some irreducible and supplemental capacity.
Through music, love, and poetry the subject approaches annihilation and then at the last moment
turn away, illuminating the boundaries of the individual and communicating something profound
about our breaking points. These moments in which we approach but turn away from
annihilation and discover our breaking points as subjects are called in the philosophy of
Foucault, Barthes, and others “limit-experiences.” Whereas Plato saw in music the danger of a
sort of coercive ability to convince through the manipulation of the passions, or contrarily to
reinforce a measured and balanced relationship to pleasure, 43 Deleuze, Sade, and Bussotti see in
music the danger, when you push past the Apollonian ideals of elegance and formal clarity, of
annihilation through excess of pleasure and pain at the point where they converge.
Like many Western art composers concerned consciously or unconsciously with what
was called in the 19th-century organicism, Bussotti chases various forms of self-similarity in his
work.44 There is self-similarity in the relationship between Bussotti’s libretto and his approach to
notation. His approach to notating music foregrounds the power dynamics between composer,
performer, and audience as well as aestheticizing the varying degrees to which that power can be
wielded. Similarly, Labé’s “Sonnet II” is a love poem that stresses the power dynamics involved
in the romantic relationship. It aestheticizes those dynamics through the inclusion of language
43
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that illuminates love’s proximity to pain as well as the indivisible core of oblivion that Deleuze
recognizes as a danger of music. Bussotti redoubles the process of creative and destructive
remapping and reterritorialization by taking the poem and introducing a spatial dimension. New
conceptual connections between non-adjacent words in the text are made by spreading the text
out across the page in meaningful and intentional ways. Bussotti explodes the sonnet into twodimensional space and utilizes the additional dimension to produce what is essentially a new
work of visual poetry.

Figure 1.6. Sylvano Bussotti, desire and pain detail of libretto from La Passion selon Sade, 4.
For example, in the collage verbale, Bussotti links the word “desire” (from the line “Ô
tristes plaints, ô désirs obstiné”) with the word “pains” (from the line “Ô temps perdu, ô peines
dépendues”). This linkage characterizes the Sadean linkage of pleasure and pain that is a primary
theme in the dramatic work through an explicit textual-visual metaphor. 45 In addition to
articulating themes in the text and in the music-drama, the spatial orientation of the text is also
used to amplify or comment on its gestural and lyrical content. Consider the figure below, which
extracts a small detail of the libretto contained in the previous figure.
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Figure 1.7. Sylvano Bussotti, “O” detail of libretto from La Passion selon Sade, 4.
A large vertical line of “O”s of different sizes and typefaces lines the left side of the
libretto. One way to read the visual poem would be left to right like Western musical notation.
This strategy for reading leads the interpreter to the conclusion that each textual object is
predicated by a sigh, or an “O.” Integrated into the text, above the SADE/BACH diagram, there
is another line of vertical “O”s further towards the right margin of the page. The “O” conceit in
the original poem gives it a lilting and sensuous quality. “O” is isolated in the libretto not as a
word, but as simply a sound. Through isolation and repetition, it loses its status as a symbol,
word, or sign. Through his visual presentation of the libretto, Bussotti emphasizes the musical
and sonorous aspects of the “O” motive in the poem.
“O” is a sound with resonances that are musical and as well as erotic. The isolated “O”
resembles a moan or other sound of passion. As previously mentioned, Bussotti appears to have
taken the “O”s from a variety of different typesets. Some have wide holes, and some are long
and slender. Stripped of its semantic and sound content, the figure of the “O” resembles an
orifice. In both the way that Bussotti utilizes music notation and the text he chooses, he
demonstrates that he enjoys the sensuous and figurative quality of diagrams and visual symbols
when disconnected from their referents.
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The inclusion and isolation of “O” throughout the libretto is also an intertextual
connection to Pauline Réage’s Histoire d'O from 1954, which was in the French and broader
European social consciousness in the early 1960s. 46 The book was written as a series of erotic
letters to Réage’s lover, an admirer of Sade, and published by Jean-Jacques Pauvert, who was
otherwise known for republishing out-of-print texts by Sade. The book is concerned with Sadean
themes and told from the perspective of a women in an erotic relationship in which she performs
a submissive role. This, along with the intrusions of the names of J.S. Bach and Heinz-Klaus
Metzger, typify Bussotti’s intertextual approach to language and visual space.
A primary feature of this visual poem, like many other aspects of La Passion selon Sade
and his other musical, dramatic, and film works is an attitude towards musical history and the
discipline of composition that makes connections between the autobiographical and the social.
This manifests itself in the inclusion of names, initials, etc. of contemporary and historical
figures, with a similar process of making connections between historically and thematically
distant people, places, sensations, and things.
Finally, biopolitical interrogations into how notation involves the observation, and
management of bodies continue in Bussotti’s idiosyncratic and multiply-interpretable schematic
diagram for the positions of lights. Bussotti assigns each “light position” a number from one to
thirty-one. Like many other elements in the score, Bussotti indicates that the lighting diagram
can also be performed as a standalone light composition. The “light position” numbers are placed
within circles, and these circled numbers reappear in the instrumental and vocal music on later
pages. They indicate particular lighting positions that should accompany different moments in
the music.
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This page is one of the most puzzling in the score, as no conceptual grounding is given
for the context in which to interpret these numbers and how they are interlinked. The marking
“Into the dark” in the top left suggests that the diagram represents an overhead view of the stage.
The dotted lines forming geometric figures are, according to Bussotti’s note, representative of
lights of a similar shape “to be infused at will, freely.” 47

Figure 1.8. Sylvano Bussotti, schematic summary of light positions from La Passion selon Sade,
5.
This page is on the extreme free side of the continuum of notational control utilized by
Bussotti as a musical parameter. The process of a technologist interpreting this lighting diagram
is not that different from the process that the musicians go through in interpreting the (more
nebulous) aspects of the score. As such, the lighting technicians are performers in the same
capacity as a singer or instrumentalist. This reaffirms Bussotti’s demand that “all act at the same
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time, as musicians and as actors.”48

Figure 1.9. Sylvano Bussotti, detail of page 12 (23) from La Passion selon Sade.
This detail from the 12th numbered page of the score shows one way in which the circled
numbers from the lighting diagram are integrated into the score. Here one of the most openly
interpretable dimensions of the score (lighting numbers) is presented simultaneously with some
of his most conventional instrumental notation. This moment demonstrates the extremes of
control as musical parameter: the equivalent of a wide registral separation or a superimposition
of pitch and noise.
One of the most identifying features of Bussotti’s notational practice for ensemble music
is that everyone reads off of the score rather than parts. This does not only apply to
instrumentalists and the conductor but also the lighting technicians and stagehands. The next
chapter discusses the score in this light — as a point of contact that produces a shared intelligible
world between everyone involved in the realization of the piece. This has practical applications
such as enabling quick switching between different levels of notational control, and it also
enables Bussotti to thematize bodily control. The score is not simply tool for performance, but a
dimension of the piece as a work of theatre.

48
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Chapter 2: Sade’s Rastrum: Bussotti and the Generality of the Flesh
Bussotti’s scores attempt to turn musical notation into flesh. Sometimes this is realized in
ways that are as literal as having a line of music merge into a fashion sketch 1 of a human body
and sometimes in more abstract domains such as softening the borders between the sign, the
gesture, the object of interpretation, and the interpretation itself. This is a form of musical
necromancy by which flesh is conjured from symbols and images. The late work of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, roughly contemporary with the 1960s scores of Bussotti, navigates the
phenomenological issue of perceptual faith through a similar conceptual nexus he refers to as the
generality of the flesh.
Perceptual faith posits that the existence of a shared world that all human beings, animals,
objects, and concepts inhabit requires that we, without concrete proof, take seriously the idea that
we contribute to a shared nexus of knowledge that transcends our own experience. In the
increasingly secularized and technoscientific social forms of modernity, Merleau-Ponty identifies
a pre-reflexive and primordial form of faith that cannot be evacuated and is in fact present even
in social formations presupposed to be ideologically neutral such as the laboratory and the clinic.
Perceptual faith is a belief that our perceptual faculties point (imperfectly) to actually-existing
objects and others both human and nonhuman in a shared reality. This relationship is not
unidirectional and such objects are not inert. Perception and objects of perception are coconstituted in a continuously unfolding process of knowing. 2
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The concert hall, the practice room, and the composer’s drafting table are similarly
ideologically active and socially intertwined fields, amenable to the same phenomenological
analyses as the laboratory in late-20th-century Science and Technology Studies.3 Ensemble
performance requires an analogous faith in a shared (musical) world. The score serves as a
meeting point or chiasm4 in the unfolding of this social reality. The score is a mediating textual
object whose interpreters all refer to it in co-constructing a shared world of performance.
It is fundamental to this concept of social spaces consecrated by a shared perceptual faith
that an ethics of care and attention to materio-conceptual entanglements is situated prereflexively in the fabric of the social space itself. This sort of an ethics embedded in or even
logically (not temporally)5 existing before the social comes into being is consistent with
Emmanuel Levinas’s conception of ethics as first philosophy. 6 There are similarities and
intersections in the way that Levinas and Merleau-Ponty view intersubjectivity as a body of
material and conceptual entanglements that elucidate our obligations to others as well as the
transient boundaries of our own subjectivity. In her essay “On Touching: The Inhuman that
Therefore I Am,”7 Karen Barad cites philosopher Alphonso Lingis in elucidating Levinas’s
assertion that ethics or ethical entanglements are baked into the most basic aspects of Being:
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“Responsibility is coextensive with our sensibility; in our sensibility we are exposed to the
outside, to the world’s being, in such a way that we are bound to answer for it.” 8
In “The Chiasm: The Intertwining” from his late unfinished text The Visible and the
Invisible, Merleau-Ponty provides exegesis on a concept that he refers to as “the flesh.” In
Merleau-Ponty’s evocative language, the flesh is a materially composed hermeneutic
intermediary that gives phenomenological reality to the divide between the knower/seer/listener
and the object of observation. He writes, “It is that the thickness of flesh between the seer and the
thing is constitutive for the thing of its visibility as for the seer of his corporeity; it is not an
obstacle between them, it is their means of communication.” 9
This chapter argues that, for Bussotti and particularly in La Passion selon Sade,10 the
score is a flesh as conceived by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. It is a mass of tendons and skeletal
moorings for the grafting of shared worlds for performers, listeners, and composer cast out of
disparate and often inscrutable visual, symbolic, sonic, and material elements.
This is, in a sense, a general phenomenology of musical interpretation based on the work
of Merleau-Ponty. This mode of thought could be used to interpret the function of the score in
other musical performances as well. However, there are specific aspects of Bussotti’s
performance practice and notational paradigm that engender such an attitude towards the shared
world of music making.
This argument for score-as-flesh in the music of Bussotti can be strengthened by
examining the documentation that exists of Bussotti’s interactions with and relationships to
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interpreters and interlopers such as Cathy Berberian, music critic Heinz-Klaus Metzger, and
other composers within his milieu such as Cage, Boulez, and Lucian Berio. Berio was married to
Berberian from 1950 to 1964 and had a fraught relationship with Bussotti. It should be noted that
the time of Berberian’s separation with Berio lines up with the time of the composition and debut
of La Passion selon Sade, in 1964 and 1965 respectively.
Mezzo-soprano Catherine Berberian was among the performers who worked most
frequently with Sylvano Bussotti and championed the performance and interpretation of his
scores. Berberian’s experimental attitude towards the role of the performer and the role of the
score was deeply conductive to engagement with the problems and questions that Bussotti was
interested in proposing about the nature of performance.
Berberian’s influence over the development of high modernist performance practice
cannot be overstated. Her approach to performance and interpretation troubled boundaries
between performer, score, composer, and musical technology. In both her embrace of emerging
notational paradigms and incorporation of the voice into new electroacoustic contexts, Berberian
opened lines of inquiry and experimentation for many new-music singers of the later 20 th
century.
An early musical cyborg, she was deemed the Studio di Fonologia in Milan’s “Tenth
Oscillator.”11 Berberian worked with Bussotti on large projects various times before La Passion
selon Sade, including the song cycle Pièces de chair II for piano, baritone, female voice, and
instrumental ensemble.12 The title, which translates to “pieces of flesh,” invokes the status of its
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constitutive musical fragments as still-living pulses of experience ripped from the shared world
that gave birth to them. Bussotti conceives of his scores as being assembled from flesh that has
been stitched together.
With such significant overlapping in their aesthetic interests, it is unsurprising that
Bussotti chose Berberian to be at the center of his monodrama La Passion selon Sade. In the
work, like characters in the films of Alfred Hitchcock and David Lynch, her body serves as a
chiasm between multiple identities and characters. 13 Her character is named “O,” an identity
plucked from the erotic novel Histoire d’O. She also simultaneously represents Justine and
Juliette, the protagonists of the Marquis de Sade’s novels of the same titles.

Figure 2.1. Sylvano Bussotti, characterization of the main Catherine Berberian role from La
Passion selon Sade on the “personaggi” page, 2.
The fragmented, surreal subjectivity of the “O” character typifies one of Catherine
Berberian’s central interests as a performer: the voice as an icon of the lability and constant
constitutive renegotiation at the core of identity and subjecthood. 14 According to this sensibility
identity is conceived as ongoing process of becoming rather than static categories of being. In
response to her exposure to the rapid fragmentary juxtapositions idiomatic to the tape music
composed at the Studio di Fonologia, she developed an improvisatory and rhapsodic style in
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which she jumped radically between voice types, stylistic references, timbres, etc. This approach
can be observed in her collaborations with John Cage.

Figure 2.2. John Cage, page 9 of the score from Aria (1958).15
In Aria, Cage asks Berberian to switch between texts in five languages. She also freely
switches between ten singing styles including “jazz” and “baby.” In this approach to using the
voice, a character emerges only at particular moments of performance or recording. Like in the
films of Hitchcock and Lynch, there is a lability between different characters suggested by
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performance. These different characters emerge from the entanglements between the score, the
singer, her body, the apparatus of capture, tape, and other performers.
Bussotti and Berberian both favored this sort of carnivalesque 16 approach to subjectivity
and the effects that it has on interpretation. Additionally, they both were interested in evocations
of queer sensuality. Berberian’s stage persona, interpretational approaches, and repertoire in the
1960s and onward display a camp approach to femininity that was highly compatible with
Bussotti’s visual language and historicist approach to operatic staging.
Emerging music technologies such as tape editing, synthesis, and filters augmented the
capacity for performers to transform the voice and trouble the foundations of identity. A broad
network of technical objects was complicit in the realization of Bussotti and Berberian’s new
sensibility. These attitudes toward sensuality and their practice in music performance help create
immanent shared worlds through a puncturing of the social background: a conservatism
regarding gender and sexuality present in the social fields of performance in 1950s and 1960s
high modernism. This mode of interpretation aims to dissolve calcified social structures laying
bare the sensuality at the core of experience. It produces a breaking down of subjective
boundaries and a intersubjective union through shared abolition and non-compliance with border
zones and boundaries between performers, composer, technical objects, and score. In place of
these boundaries, care is afforded to the connective tissue that Merleau-Ponty calls the generality
of the flesh.
The concern for immanence of the experiential flesh of the performance and the piece
existing as an emergent network of score, agents, composer, and instruments is supported by
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Bussotti’s noted ambivalence to recordings of his works. 17 La Passion is to be experienced in
performance with all its contingencies and specific features left to resolve themselves in real
time.
Thus, Bussotti’s music displays an approach that favors immanence and fleshiness in its
approach to time. Much of Western art music is characterized by a classicist concern with
wrestling against time’s destructive progression18 through the persistence of the score as an artobject and the legacy that attaches some air of immortality to the composer’s name. Bussotti has
little concern for this trope.
In Writing Against Time, Michael W. Clune identifies two modes in which literature
attempts to foster a resistance to the telos of history. The first, which he associates with
classicism, involves the desire for the image of the author to live on long past their body
succumbs to the third law of thermodynamics. As such, this form of preservation diminishes
sensation and the body in favor of that which can be extended beyond the body. This is the
preservation of “the person (author) as object.” 19
The second mode, associated with romanticism, involves the preservation of sensation,
rather than the author as object. This involves the stirring of the senses and sensation by art in a
way that produces a Nietzschean affirmation of life. While Bussotti’s work comes closer to this
form of writing against time, it ultimately rejects it as well. This is because Bussotti’s work,
instead of attempting to revitalize or reproduce particular sensations, strives for an immanent
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18
Michael W. Clune, Writing Against Time (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2013).
19
Ibid, 9.

67

engagement with the score producing new sensations that are unique to each performance and
the interiority of each performer.
For these reasons, Bussotti’s music is not concerned with its own preservation and
reproduction in the same way as other forms of (art) music. What is important is present only at
the moment of performance. The score acts as a fleshy material mediator for sensations at this
moment where the work is instantiated.
The chiasm between Bussotti’s song cycle Pièces de chair II and Maurice MerleauPonty’s concept of generality of flesh provides a site to investigate intersecting conceptions of
flesh. These two conceptuo-material networks intertwine around the word “flesh” and its nexus
of connotations. Merleau-Ponty’s concept is fleshed out in The Visible and the Invisible, and is
defined in that text thusly:
The generality of flesh embraces an intercorporeity, an anonymous sensibility shared out
among distinct bodies: just as my two hands communicate across the lateral synergy of
my body, I can touch the sensibility of another: “The handshake too is reversible.” (The
Visible and the Invisible, 130)20
For Merleau-Ponty, flesh makes possible the experience of another’s sensibility, and as
an extension enables the production of shared worlds based on shared sensibility. In the same
sense that touching your own hands together makes sensible the body itself as a closed system of
experience, touching another makes sensible a larger intersubjective system of experience
between multiple knowers. The choice of the word flesh as opposed to other metaphor for bodily
materiality is important because of its primordial quality and nonspecificity. A body is flesh
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before it is even a body. Flesh is a step above meat, only becoming body in the presence of
intrasubjective21 and/or intersubjective relationships with other flesh, hence its generality.
Bussotti’s approach to composition and notation also shares with the phenomenology of
Merleau-Ponty a receptivity to critique of positivistic and scientistic social formations. To
Merleau-Ponty, sites of knowledge production positing the dominant epistemology as purely
objective, such as the laboratory, contain uninterrogated pre-reflexive structures which act in
service of perceptual faith.22 In the paper “Hieroglyph, Gesture, Sign, Meaning,” Paul Attinello
makes the argument that Bussotti’s notational paradigm rejects similar emerging positivistic
attitudes towards the role of notation in modernist music and its epistemological foundation. 23
Critiquing a critique of Bussotti’s notation by Reginald Smith Brindle, Attinello writes
The concept of “consistently good presentation” is of great interest here. As the
discussion revolves around concepts of notation, the implication is that a good score is
one where the notation can be read in some reproducible manner — if not such that
each performance is similar, then such that each performance is “consistently good”. This
reflects essentially positivistic and scientistic attitudes towards reproducible results, and
of course views the performers as a pure conduit of the composer’s conceived sound
work.24
Bussotti’s notational paradigm is inscrutable to both his contemporary critics and the
agents of historical canonization because of his self-conscious rejection of these implicit
positivistic notions of the role of notation at the epistemological core of European contemporary
music. Notation is meant (in this paradigm), like a journal article in a discipline such as medicine
or chemistry, to generate reproducible results and contribute as a small but significant element in
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a Kuhnian snowballing of knowledge production. 25 Music is thought of by contemporary
modernist interpreters in terms of reproduction, but it is conceived by Merleau-Ponty and by
Sylvano Bussotti in terms of memory, sensation, the many forms of flesh.
Of crucial importance to Merleau-Ponty’s generality of flesh is that it consists not only of
physical flesh (the visible), but also of the conceptual and semantic: a flesh of ideas, concepts,
and possibilities (the invisible). In The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty uses, quite
conveniently, a musical example: “the little phrase” from Vinteuil’s sonata in Swann’s Way by
Marcel Proust.26 Much like the madeleine from the previous section of the text, the fictional
Vinteuil sonata and particularly “the little phrase” serves as a memory trigger. It returns
mediated and distant scenes of the past to the sense world of the literary subject. Reflecting on
Proust’s musical fragment, Merleau-Ponty writes — in three fragments from page 150 of The
Visible and the Invisible that
The “little phrase,” the notion of the light, are not exhausted by their manifestations, any
more than is an “idea of the intelligence”; they could not be given to us as ideas except
in a carnal experience.
…………
The explication does not give us the idea itself; it is but a second version of it, a more
manageable derivative. Swann can of course close in the “little phrase” between the
marks of musical notation, ascribe the “withdrawn and chilly tenderness” that makes up
its essence or its sense to the narrow recurrence of two of them: while he is thinking of
these signs and this sense, he no longer has the “little phrase” itself, he has only “bare
values” substituted for the mysterious entity he had perceived, for the convenience of his
understanding.
…………
As the secret blackness of milk, of which Valery spoke, is accessible only through its
whiteness, the idea of light or the musical idea doubles up the lights and sounds from
beneath, is their other side or their depth. Their carnal texture presents to us what is
absent from all flesh.27
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Merleau-Ponty provides in Proust’s sonata a key to understanding the function of the
generality of flesh, the relationship and non-bifurcation between material and conceptual flesh,
and how those come together in musical performance. Beyond that, Merleau-Ponty’s writing on
the sonata reflects an understanding of music where the meeting point of memory, experience,
and communication is notation, or rather some mysterious fleshy dimension “between the marks
of musical notation.” This is the precisely the place where Bussotti operates to discover new acts
that notation can perform, and new ways that notation can serve as a mediator.
The little phrase exists “between the marks” of musical notation. Bussotti’s
unconventional approach to the deployment of conventional notational symbols forces
interpreters to abandon existing interpretational strategies that reduce these symbols to bare
values and look to their fellow performers to produce immanent engagements with the flesh of
memory, experience, and sound itself.
Generality of flesh implies the existence of a lowest common denominator of
intersubjectivity. It implies that there is a place at which we are all connected through an
interpretational membrane called the flesh. In this sense, Bussotti’s unconventional notation
becomes somehow more universal, or at least more rooted in basic problems 28 of interpretation
since it is selectively ignoring and restaging the rules and norms of Western notation to escape
the specific semantic framework inherent to that idiom and engage more primordially with
notation as a way of mediating between experience, memories, interpreters, and instruments.
Bussotti did not diverge from Boulez and Berio for their tendency to search for new
forms rigorously and exhaustively. He did not diverge in their immanent engagement with
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essential problems of their respective media. He diverged with these composers when a form of
abstraction emerged that disregards the generality of the flesh in service of submission of the
body, the instrument, and the material contingencies of performance.
While pieces even as late as Le Marteau sans maître29 are visceral, exploratory of limitexperiences and the boundaries of perception, contemporary performances tend to obscure that
aspect of the work. They attempt to make inaudible the specifics of performance space, specific
material properties of instruments, and the flesh, bodies, and minds of performers themselves.
The performers make their best efforts to function as fully transparent material reproducers of an
abstraction. Unlike Bussotti’s work of the time, the notational approach that Boulez took in the
1950s makes this task relatively easy for performers. The scores make themselves hospitable to
such interpretations.
Metaphorically, this form of interpreter functions like high quality speaker drivers in a
digital Hi Fi. They are meant to sound as transparent and invisible as possible, producing the
illusion of an unmediated materialization of the abstraction that is the 1s and 0s in a FLAC file.
Merleau-Ponty’s theory of intersubjectivity posits that this bifurcation between material and
conceptual are faulty. Whitehead called such situations the bifurcation of nature. 30 The
bifurcation of nature is how Whitehead characterized the separation made in much of modern
philosophy and stated explicitly in John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding from
168931 that objects have primary qualities that are observer independent and inherent to the
object itself, and secondary qualities which produce sensory experiences in observers such as
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taste and smell. Unlike primary qualities, these require the action of a knower to realize them and
are as such not observer independent.
For Whitehead, the danger in this is that it obscures the active role of thought,
investigation, interpretation, and intervention on the formation of reality, and belittles
epistemological frameworks such as the scientific method by characterizing them as tools for the
verification of primary qualities. It produces a specious boundary between the material and the
conceptual.32 In Science and the Modern World,33 Whitehead refers to this as “the fallacy of
misplaced concreteness.” A methodology of interpretation informed by Whitehead’s late
metaphysics and the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty rejects Boulez’s implicit understanding
of notation as materio-conceptual translation as insufficient to account for the continuity of
materio-conceptualentities across the generality of flesh.
Bussotti’s scores create special problems of interpretation that prevent performers from
falling back on contemporary performance practice habitus and force them into a visceral
engagement with the score and with their fellow performers. In other words, engagement must be
more direct, since performers must look (and listen) to each other rather than the mediating
membrane of performance practice. This habitus is not associated with only notehead, clef, and
stem conventional notation, but a variety of novel 20 th-century notational strategies. Aesthetic
challenges to the autonomy and discreteness of the sound object in spectralism, musique concrete
instrumentale, and saturationism have led composers to think of sound as ongoing processes
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rather than the molecular events or points of Stockhausen and others, and notation has been
altered to accommodate this. Composers have turned from digital, point-based note heads to
continuous, tablature systems as well as symbols such as filled in triangles to represent scratch
tones that are more adept at representing gradients and change.

Figure 2.3. Score sample from Pression by Helmet Lachenmann demonstrating notation that
represents sound via processes of gradual change. 34
Notation has been tweaked in various ways to better represent sound as a process rather
than a collection of objects when this is demanded by a particular approach. This has led to the
proliferation of a variety of semi-standardized approaches. My experiences participating as a
composer in music festivals has taught me that whatever I put on the music desk of a performer
will present no challenges as long as the foundational spatial metaphors of western notation are
not violated, and the rules of notation are internally consistent. What must be preserved is some
paradigm in which time moves progressively from the left side of the page to the right, and up
and down represent the same dimension in the metaphorical pitch space discussed and analyzed
in music theory and compositional discourse.
What separates Bussotti’s work from the various notational experimentalists of the 1970s
onward is that he intentionally subverts these foundational metaphors in a way demonstrates that
he understands their utility and instrumentality for the scrutability of a score but demands that
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performers think outside of these metaphors or approach the piece with recognition that they will
be broken, troubled, and confused at points. Bussotti’s notation breaks the de facto rules of
professionalism that unite most approaches to sound representation in contemporary music.
There is an expectation that notation will be internally consistent, utilize spatial metaphors
common to traditional notation as well as scientific diagramming, and stive for a technoscientific
“reproducibility.” In the eyes of composers, performers, and theorists, this is often the boundary
between successful and unsuccessful notation.
Bussotti’s approach therefore, even in the third decade of the 21 st century, presents
performers with problems they do not encounter elsewhere in repertoire. These are problems not
encountered in 1950s and 1960s graphical approaches of Brown and Cardew nor in 1970s
tablature approaches of Lachenmann and others. Unlike these other forms of experimental
notation, performers are placed into a social situation where they must make sense of a multiply
interpretable and polysemic graphical object with other performers, hopefully preserving a sense
of organic responsiveness and intersubjective push and pull that is a special property of chamber
music while also preserving aspects of notational meaning abandoned in graphical scores.
Often in chamber music, it is the work of a conductor to navigate such complexities.
Bussotti utilizes a conductor in La Passion selon Sade but does not utilize one in smaller
chamber works such as the song cycle Pieces de Chair II from 1960. Even in La Passion, the
conductor is not given a powerful enough role to “solve” said complexities. The way that
Bussotti conceives the conductor in La Passion selon Sade shares some characteristics with a
conductorless chamber work. The piece lacks the clear hierarchical stratification between
performer and conductor that is normally present. The conductor is another performer rather than
a centralized delegator. In his music, the only figure approaching such a role is Bussotti himself.
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Most performance conditions include interpretation, and as such music performance acts
for Merleau-Ponty and Bussotti as a durable microcosm for social reality. Just like the music of
Lachenmann foregrounds marginal artifacts common to all performance such as bow noise and
clarinet key sound, Bussotti’s music foregrounds a marginal feature of the social reality of
performance. Bussotti’s marginal artifact is the indivisibility of conceptual, material, and
corporal dimensions of an occasion of performance and the union of these dimensions in a nexus
of flesh.
Bussotti’s notation forces an engagement with this aspect of reality rather than allowing
it to function in the background as it does in everyday social spaces, standard states of
consciousness, and normative performance practice. When one performs a work by Mozart,
Wagner, or even Machaut there is a technico-experiential safety net to fall back on. This
produces, in the language of Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu, 35 a habitus of score interpretation and
ensemble playing, and there is also one that extends to the very way time is structured within a
rehearsal, the way individual or group mistakes are addressed, the way performers listen for
intonation and balance, and an uncountable number of other social features. Habitus refers to a
system for a socially diffused system of perception and decision making that is embodied rather
than reflexive and not relying on any conscious process of evaluation or discrimination. This all
goes out the window when the game underlying the semantic bedrock of all these social
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phenomena, in this case the score, begins to become broken, elided, and confused in ways that
are sometimes subtle and sometimes less so.
The constituent parts of the abstract machine of notation are plugged into each other in
ways that confound expectations about how these parts function and what role they perform
within the larger machine itself. This is demonstrated on page 22 of La Passion selon Sade. This
section consists of a trio for horn, oboe, and oboe d’amore. The second system on this page
presents an interpretive problem that troubles the social phenomenon of rehearsal. The habitual
thought processes and events that lead to a group of musicians synchronizing a piece of music
are thrown into uncertainty. The score is partially synchronized but uses visual space in a way
that breaks the rules of, and reconfigures the implications of, notational logic.

Figure 2.4. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from La Passion selon Sade, 22 (40).
The horn part is written normatively, with the staff lines running parallel to the top and
bottom of the paper. It should be noted though that it curves downward slightly. This could be a
drafting inconsistency on Bussotti’s part, or it could be another layer to confound and trouble
interpretational logic. The most salient aspect of this extract is the configuration of the oboe and
oboe d’amore parts, which instead of running parallel to the margins of the page as staves
usually do, move diagonally at different angles. This produces a distorted cross. The oboe part
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spans the entire length of the page, but since it moves diagonally instead of parallel, it takes more
space to get from one side or the other. Since the general metaphor of chronometric music
notation communicates that space right to left is a more or less evenly distributed period of time,
a line that takes a longer path from time point A to time point B raises fundamental questions
about how time is being represented. Does time move faster within the one staff? Are they in
some distorted third dimension? Is it akin to when additional dimensions are added to a cartesian
graph by utilizing an analogy of how depth distorts perspective?

Figure 2.5. Cartesian coordinates, two dimension and three dimensions respectively. 36
This is one possible interpretation that may enter the mind of a performer, but what is
most important to note is that this notational practice renders insufficient the chronometric
metaphors active in traditional Western notation. The oboe d’amore part complicates things even
further, with its material smashed into the central “meeting point” of the three lines. It does not
even run fully from left to right, but instead has its temporal start and stop points delineated by
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dotted lines that sync it up to the horn and oboe parts. So how must rehearsing performers
grapple with this? What does it render sensible and what does it obscure regarding the social
reality of interpretation?
This choice makes explicit the ambiguity and non-specificity of the chronometric aspect
of Western notation. The general advice rendered by conductors and performers to composers of
avant-garde classical music is to engrave measures of the same duration in such a way that time
does not expand on contract to accommodate more rhythmic activity. For instance, if a piece of
music has two measures in 4/4, the first of which consists of whole notes held in rhythmic unison
across the ensemble and the second of which consists of a dense counterpoint of irrational
sixteenth and thirty-second note nested tuplet rhythms, these two measures should occupy about
the same amount of space on the page (even though the second one requires more ink).
\
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Figure 2.6. On the left, a page from an engraving of Brahms’ Piano Trio Op. 837 demonstrating
the older technique of saving space by condensing measures with less activity in them. Note that
while the time signature never changes, the first system is ten bars while the second system is six
bars since there are more eighth notes and thus more space is required. On the right, a page from
Boulez’s Le Marteau sans maître38 demonstrating the newer approach where the amount of time
represented by each measure is broadly represented by the amount of space it takes on the page
(approximate chronometric notation).
This practice is not present in older Western music. In engravings of romantic and nonmodernist 20th-century music, it is not uncommon to take advantage of the space saving practice
of squeezing whole notes into a small space, allowing more measures to be placed on the page.
This practice is mirrored in the way that the Latin alphabet is written for both prose and poetry
(excluding forms of poetry that experiment self-consciously with text engraving’s relationship to
time). One is expected to deduce from the rhythm and cadence of a poem what words should be
given more time, and which should be hurried through. Both are semi-chronometric systems
where left-to-right represents time’s arrow, through both only represent this with a relative
specificity.

37
38

Johannes Brahms, Trio fur Pianoforte, Violine, und Violoncell Op. 8 (Leipzig: Brietkopf and Hartel, 1854).
Boulez, Le Marteau sans maître.

80

When Bussotti deforms the temporal bedrock of the score by having certain lines not run
parallel to the edges of the paper, he produces an interpretational problem that emerges precisely
from this semi-chronometric nature of notation. It is hard enough to synchronize musical
material normally, but how does one synchronize music when the chronometric axis is
deformed? This would be an easy enough task if notation was strictly chronometric. One would
just draw diagonal graph lines interconnecting the three intersecting staves. However, since
notation is not strictly chronometric (and additionally because Bussotti subverts this with his
vertical dotted lines inserted at four points in the excerpt), this is not an effective solution.
This is an example of a subversive property of Bussotti’s notation pointed out by Paul
Attinello.39 Bussotti’s notation interrogates the positivistic epistemology that undergirds Western
notation. Bussotti quite cleverly forces his performers to abandon this way of thinking about
musical material, the score as a cartesian graph, while also suggesting that Western notation does
not even fully follow through on its techno-scientific understanding of itself. It forces the
performers to shed the presumption that interpreting a score is like reading a scientific diagram
and to interrogate more deeply the social phenomenon of interpretation.
That is not to say, however, that performers always approach learning a piece of music
notated in either standard Western notation or a more Lachenmann-inspired tablature idiom as if
it were a closed diagram to be realized in a manner that approaches a single correct
interpretation. This is simply a danger that these styles of notation do nothing to guard against
and sometimes even encourage.
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Even in the most precisely notated music, there is a vast chasm of interpretation that
separates the map from the territory. Even in the realization of the sorts of technical drawings
contrasted here to a musical score, interpretation plays a crucial role. For instance, the
construction of a building from a blueprint involves creative action and thought on the part of
countless workers: massive nexuses of interpretation are hidden by the hand of the architect. This
worker-architect relationship sometimes appears disturbingly close to relationships between
composers and performers.
If a composer is seeking to produce a direct realization of an abstract sound form
organized from diagrammatic manipulation of time, it is simplest for them to compose purely
electronic music. However, even in this idiom where the sound organizer has a great degree of
control, layers of interpretation are produced by the activity of both humans and machines.
Various membranes of creative interpretation are often erased by narratives of the composer’s
concept of the piece as the realization of a monolithic idea in their mind, a holdover from the
romantic literary concept of the composer that still influenced the European post-war avant-garde
and was reacted against by composers such as John Cage and Earle Brown.
This understanding of compositional agency in electronic music is clear in famous tape
pieces from the 1950s realized at the Studio for Electronic Music in Cologne, such as those by
Stockhausen including Gesang der Jünglinge (1956).40 While the composers devised the
blueprints and technical drawings for the pieces, they were often realized from oscillators, tape,
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and filters by electronically minded musicians, composers, and technologists such as Gottfried
Michael Koenig and Cornelius Cardew.41
A claim that these artists were serving in a purely techno-scientific capacity, realizing
technical drawings rather than engaging in creative interpretation is an assertion that is not
supported by what we know of the process of electronic composition during this era. The
relationship was certainly not conceived of this way by Stockhausen, who oriented his
composition classes at Darmstadt in 1967 and 1968 around the concept of collective
composition.42 So, while this conception of the score as a techno-scientific diagram asserts an
ideological function, it is never treated purely this way in any form of modernist musical
practice.
This insight into the nature of interpretation not only ties into Merleau-Ponty’s criticism
of technical epistemology, but also the conceptuo-material generality of the flesh, which forms
the precondition of a faith in a shared world. It forces interpreters to question the hypostatization
of elements in an interpretation. Interpreters are faced with the ordeal of navigating a document
that ignores the usual boundaries that define roles in musical performance.
For Bussotti, the score is not separate from the body of the performer, the injunctions of
the conductor, and the point at which the hand touches the instrument. When the score ceases to
be a document with a fidelity to a durable conception of what a performance would be like, and

41

“Another important factor in the work of the 1960s is the notion of co-creation, in a sense going somewhat beyond
that of collaboration. Earlier examples date back to the 1950s: work with David Tudor on the no.4 Klavierstücke,
with Gottfried Michael Koenig on the electronic works Gesang der Jünglinge and Kontakte, and, more radically,
with Cornelius Cardew in the realization of Carré” (Grove Music Online, s.v. “Karlheinz Stockhausen,” by Richard
Toop, https://www-oxfordmusiconlinecom.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e0000026808?rskey=nnOPzb&result=1.)
42
Ibid.

83

becomes an immanent problem to be negotiated, it loses its special status and the sovereignty
granted by that status. In situations like this, the score gets in the way of the performance of the
piece rather than serving as a schematic for its realization. It is an ordeal that must be dealt with
on the path towards interpretation. Once the performer starts grappling with the impossibility of
synchronizing their line with the other two in the way that Bussotti suggests, they begin to think
of their instrument, the other people performing, and the score as nodes within a matrix that
somehow emerges within a performance. In the language of Foucault and Bataille, this problem
of notation produces a limit-experience.43
What distinguishes Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological formulation of this to other forms
of monism or relational philosophy such as those of Whitehead, Deleuze, Spinoza, and Middle
Way Buddhism, is this centrality of flesh, or corporeity. Central to Christian metaphysics, the
transition of materials to flesh, or rather flesh to materials in the case of the eucharist, has a long
history within Western philosophy. What makes flesh an appropriate monad for describing the
shared worlds created through the performance of music by Bussotti?
Flesh is entangled with Bussotti’s concern for Sadism,44 sensuality, eroticism, and his
utilization of those themes to highlight the biopolitical dimension of notation as a technology of
control. Since, for Bussotti, music is a sensual practice and the score is a set of injunctions,
commands or even laws legislating what the performer must do with their body, flesh is the
common denominator at every instance of musical performance. It bridges the gap between law
and the penal subject to which the law refers. For a score to seriously make demands on the
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body, it must touch the body and as such must in some sense become flesh, though only in this
generalized and conceptual sense.
While some composers of the more technoscientific wing of modernism may attempt,
intentionally or otherwise, to transform performers and instruments into reproducers of sound
objects, Bussotti does the opposite and transforms the score and the semantics of notation into a
wheezing, bleeding, and frothing flesh. There are certainly explicit ways he connects flesh to
notation, such as the inclusion of fashion sketches of sensuously rendered bodies in between
lines of music, but there is a more subtle fleshiness to the ways that Bussotti’s notation fails to
conform to the logic of standard Western practice. Lines move to-and-fro, connecting to each
other like different layers of tissue in an organ. Elements in the notation seem to “grow” into and
out of each other, less like a technical drawing and more like a healing wound.

Figure 2.7. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from page 7 (16) of La Passion selon Sade.
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On the page of La Passion labeled 7, the dual (visible and invisible) fleshiness of
Bussotti’s notational approach is heavily represented. The passage consists of a vocal solo for the
mezzo-soprano O. O is a composite, like Judy and Madeleine in Vertigo, of the Sade characters
Justine and Juliette.45 The left side of the score contains a fashion sketch of a woman wearing a
flowing dress with a deeply cropped back. On the right side of the score there is a much less
concrete drawing of a woman’s body, ambiguously nude. The drawing appears to be diffusing or
evaporating back into the score, perhaps as if it were made from pieces of notational symbols
that became capable of autonomously re-arranging themselves into a woman’s figure, as if under
the influence of some arcane spell.
Or, perhaps the figure on the right came into being as a collection of notational elements
which are then, on the right side, diffusing back into the score in the same manner a corpse
returns to soil and serves as substrate for the growth plants. Either way, what is salient is that the
strokes that make up the notational lines and dotted lines are not all that distinct from the ones
that make up the human figures. If we are to conceive of these women as made from flesh (as
most bodies are), then the notational materials that they buttress are as well.
Additionally, there is a fleshiness to the way that the non-figurative text and musical
materials are connected to each other as if by sinews. As in many other parts of the score, text
and musical fragments are placed in boxes and connected with dotted and continuous lines. Both
at the left hand side and in the middle of the score there are lines of “O”s, reminding us of the
multiple geneses of the primary character, both in the characters of Justine and Juiliette from
works of Sade, but also in the protagonist of Histoire d’O, a work of erotic literature published
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anonymously by Pauline Réage in 1954. 46 This work is much more contemporaneous to Bussotti
than the work of Sade, and its popularity reflected a renewed interest in Sade in Europe in the
1950s. O also functions as part of the libretto, as an erotic onomatopoeia.
These left-aligned “O”s are then connected as if via sinews to different fragments of
musical notation and text, producing various paths through the page. The text at the top instructs
the performer to freely navigate this web of connections. Between the two figures is an
indeterminate web of flesh that the performer navigates with conditional freedom (some paths
are more directly suggested by the score than others), ending with a fermata embedded in the
dissipating body and an instruction to turn on the lights. As the general chronometric left to right
metaphor still applies in a limited capacity, we witness a process by which a body, beginning as
a whole, dissolve into musical material. The musical material drawn from this body then
continues the next page. In this sense, it is a flesh sacrifice that allows the endurance of the
musical notation. The body of O or Justine or Juliette is sacrificed to the text and to the flesh of
the score itself.
The text affixed to the right-side figure describes acts of turning on the light and
undressing, gradually revealing the body of the performer emerging from lace. The scene is a
sacrifice, a submission to the generality of the flesh and the score as a sensuous membrane
connecting performers, instruments, bodies, and text. For the performer, this is a limitexperience, in which the boundaries of subjectivity unravel. Like the previous example of the
wind trio, there is a sense that the chronometric dimension of notation is short-circuited, but
never negated. Across the excerpt, the figure is undressed and diffused, but the in between of
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these two poles: notation as chronometric technical drawing versus notation as image with
infinite interpretations, is a causal black hole. It is a spider’s web of temporal indeterminacies
which the performer is tasked with navigating. They start at the beginning and end at the end of
this process, but what happens in between is at least partially determined by the whims of the
generality of the flesh as manifested in the logic of the score. Even the order in which the words
of the text occur, and thus to some degree their semantic content and meaning, is left open to the
moment of performance when the mezzo-soprano enters this notational lacuna.
Another excerpt from the piece which highlights the continuum between notation, the
human body, and the semantic and material chains that bind it occurs on page 6 of La Passion
selon Sade. In this figure, three bodies, two instruments of bondage, and a system of notated
music are connected into one composite object.

Figure 2.8. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from numbered page 6 (15) of La Passion selon Sade.
The figure on the left side of the score holds a cat o’ nine tails, a whip consisting of nine
cotton braids with knots on the end that is designed to cause lacerations in the skin of the
recipient of punishment. This tool gained popularity in the 18 th century as an instrument of
maritime discipline. A particular number of lashes with the cat o’ nine tails would be prescribed
by the captain of a naval vessel for transgressions such as drunkenness on duty or getting in a
fight aboard ship. Sade’s first spell of incarceration was a result of an incident where he was
reported to authorities by a woman for auto-flagellating with a cat-o-nine tails while also
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stomping on a crucifix during what she was led to believe would be a more conventional
rendezvous.47 This excerpt, with its juxtaposition between an instrument of torture and
conventional musical staves makes evident the morphological similarity between this instrument
and the rastrum: a miniature cat-o-five tails used by engravers (and, in its larger chalk-based
form, by music theory instructors) to draw five line musical staves. The staff is a sort of
laceration on the surface of the paper upon which notational symbols can hang. Drawing a staff
is a piercing of flesh.

Figure 2.9. Rastrum for music engraving. 48
The grand staff at the center of the excerpt flows freely from Sade’s rastrum. The fully
hooded figure to the direct right of the figure wielding the cat-o-nine tails also wields an
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instrument of torture, in this case a long metal chain. The bondage hood worn by this figure
serves to blind the submissive figure as well as hide their faciality and thus objectify and
depersonalize the wearer. Additionally, this article of clothing recalls the hood worn by literary
representations of executioners. In historical reality, executioners saw no need for anonymity,
this was in fact a well-respected profession during the era in European history in which
executions were a part of public life. However, mythology has given the article this valence. The
hood, much like many of Bussotti’s notational innovations, produces disorientation. As an
interpreter, once the center is lost one needs to find new means of navigation.
As the page is read from left to right, the metal chain transforms into a half-notated
fragment of music with a dotted line undulating in peaks and troughs. The musical fragment then
transforms back into a metal chain and is grasped by a figure on the right side of the page. This
is, once again, a soft diffusing figure, accompanied by text that translates to “disappearing.” This
suggests that Bussotti’s dotted lines, in addition to functioning as tendons or some kind of fleshy
substance as previously discussed, also function as instruments of bondage. Elements of musical
notation are visually similar to metal chains. The boundaries between metal, flesh, fabric and
musical notation are all porous and constantly transgressed by Bussotti in his collage approach to
notation. All these different materials dissolve in the immanent moment of experience (a limitexperience) to a general flesh: a material that through its consistency serves as a precondition for
coherent intimacy, communication, and intersubjective cohesion.
Is this figure on the left side of the page a representation of this same figure escaping or
“disappearing,” riding a line of flight outside of the stratified power dynamics of the sadistic
encounter? What of the musical material itself that bonds the two ends of the metal chain? There
is a strong theatrical and musical connection between the instruments and their associated
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performance techniques and their status within the generality of the flesh as metaphorical metal
chains connecting two bodies.
The chain staff is for the percussionist, and it is marked “metalli” or metals. The
particular percussion instruments used in the piece and their stage orientation are detailed in a
dedicated page at the beginning of the score. 49 This page gives the performer a great degree of
freedom in regard to the instruments that they choose. There are a few instruments that are
indicated specifically by Bussotti, but he notes on this page that they are merely suggestions and
other sound sources may be chosen instead. The instruments in the diagram are largely
metallophones, and they are interlinked via a dotted line labeled “metallic”. Amongst those
indicated metallic instruments are campane (bells), wind chimes, and crotales. In less specific
terms, Bussotti also calls for the inclusion of wood instruments and drums.
Of additional interest, Bussotti repurposed his ubiquitous “O” (the erotic onomatopoeia
and the reference to L’Histiore d’O) as an indication for performance technique. A regular,
unfilled “O” indicates that something should be played with hands, whereas a filled in “O”
means the performer should use sticks. A hybrid semi-filled “O” represents amplification via a
contact microphone. This is emblematic of Bussotti’s polysemic approach to the use and re-use
of notational and textual symbols.
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Figure 2.10. Sylvano Bussotti, percussion indications from La Passion selon Sade, 6.
Referring back to the score sample in figure 2.8, the line of “chain music” cut through by
a dotted line and visually connected to the metal chain in the drawing, indicates the inclusion of
both pitched and unpitched metals. The pitched metals, however, are only semi-pitched as
Bussotti does not include a staff to indicate exact pitches. The inclusion of accidentals and the
transition to the five-line staff does however communicate that discrete pitches are to be
performed. Bussotti certainly also expects the performer to follow the contour of the line.
Perhaps then the unpitched metals on the two-line staff could be performed on something like
metal plates, brake drum, triangle, or even the wind chimes he requests, whereas the pitched
metals could be performed on a pitched metallophone such as the crotales that he requests at
another point in the percussion diagram.
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The contour of this material weaves back and forth and up and down like the swinging of
a chain. Bussotti highlights this visual attribute by including a broken line in the score swinging
back and forth through peaks and troughs, vaguely aligning with the contour of the musical
material itself. There is both visual and musical (gestural) mimesis of the chain in different
registers.

Figure 2.11. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from numbered page 6 (15) of La Passion selon Sade.
The notation emphasizes the fluidity of the work’s approach, as entities weave through
conceptual and material vectors while never breaking the continuity of the generality of the flesh.
In this excerpt, a drawing of a metal chain becomes a representation of the movement of a metal
chain in musical notation, that then becomes materialized as actual metal, and then fades back to
the realm of representations as it is picked up once again as a drawing of a chain by the figure on
the right side of the page.
This score detail functions as a microcosm of Bussotti’s entire approach to notation and
interpretation. It is an approach that through its lack of discrete boundaries between notation,
diagram, costume, performer, and instrument (both musical and instruments in the broader sense)
attends to the entanglements of those domains. Sadism and the performative application of power
and control are not used in a reactionary or restrictive manner, but rather in one that takes
seriously the capacity of the limit-experience to produce new forms and to render visible the
intra-actions between elements whose connections are subterranean and obscure.
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The rastrum pierces the flesh of the page to produce a staff. The violence of the cut is
also the scaffolding upon which meaning is hung and the strange entanglements between the
material and conceptual, real and virtual, and personal and intersubjective are attended to by the
ear and the eye. Bussotti, like many composers of the 1960s and 1970s, recognized
uninterrogated dynamics of power and diffuse impositions of violence in the intersubjective
frame of concert music performance practice. While some composers such as Cage and Cardew
responded to these recognitions by attempting to systematically dismantle these dynamics,
Bussotti took a different approach. He engaged in the self-conscious manipulation of and
intervention in these technologies of control, both at the visual level of notation and the
intersubjective level of interpretation, in service of a highly intentional and worked out
philosophy of poesis that resonates with his contemporaries in the fields of phenomenology and
philosophy of science, particularly the late work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty.
This chapter introduces a method for conceptualizing the role of interpretation in
Bussotti’s work through works like The Visible and the Invisible 50 that were roughly
contemporary to Bussotti’s work in the 1960s. This process cannot but help going both ways,
and an investigation of Bussotti’s poetics has informed how I think about intersubjectivity,
Merleau-Ponty, and even broader philosophy of science. Specifically, it has helped me to map
topics in aesthetics to Merleau-Ponty’s recurring focus on disagreements between interpretations
favoring realism and idealism belie a shared fallacious belief in a world “out there” that is
independent from thought. It has helped me see the applicability of this argument and its
postulates beyond science and in art and aesthetics. Merleau-Ponty’s argumentative structure and
skepticism towards observer-independent reality is relevant not only to epistemology and history
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of science, but certainly to art (and music in particular), in which arguments often attempt to
situate work at a particular place in observer independent reality in ways that insufficiently
attend to the complexity of interactions that produce it.

95

Chapter 3: The (Somewhat) Open Work: Bussotti’s Surrealist Semiotics
The discipline of semiotics investigates the functions and structures of signs. 1 Signs,
including elements in musical notation, vary in their degree of intentionality. Signs can be
differentiated by the ways they correspond to their referents. If a sign possesses a resemblance to
the object it refers to, it is an icon. Icons bear resemblance to what they signify. An example of
such as sign is a painting. Indexes are signs that have a physical relationship to what they
represent. This would include my cat leaving paw prints as an indication she walked across the
counter. If a sign is reliant on an external set of rules or customs and does not refer to any
physical or qualitative dimension of the object being signified, then that sign is a symbol. 2 Words
in language function as symbols. This binary relationship between the element and what it points
to is characterized as one between signifier and signified. The signifier is the bare form and
structure of the thing being used to point and the signifier is the concept being pointed to. As the
form of the symbol would suggest, signifiers can be completely arbitrary and do not necessarily
have any morphological connection to the signified. 3
In stricter semiotic models of notation, the score is conceived of as being built from
symbols. This is, at least superficially, uncontroversial for certain aspects of notation such as the
representation of pitch. There is nothing built into a dot sitting on a line that suggests the pitch
E4. It only gains that meaning in the context of a set of rules and conventions. Something like a
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crescendo on the other hand is more ambiguous. It does share physical characteristics with the
phenomenon it is representing.
Verbal and written (symbolic) languages communicate specific meanings which are
inseparably fused to their contexts. On the other hand, some signs are more polysemic and
broadly interpretable. Art weaves through this continuum deliberately, producing situations of
clarity as well as situations of intentional ambiguity. A piece of art that seeks to communicate a
single idea or body of concepts directly would be better fleshed out as a pamphlet or an essay
than a painting. If a piece of music is simply a companion to a program note, why go through the
effort to interpret and execute it at all? On the other extremity of this continuum, if a piece of art
does not produce a controlled matrix of interpretational possibilities, a discourse that envelops
the art, or in this case musical score that forecloses some interpretational possibilities and
nurtures others then it exists simply as a empty membrane for the listener or viewer to project
their own thoughts onto. Art tends to sit in between these two poles — it is neither symbolic
language for the expression of precise concepts nor open (theatrical) field for the self-expression
of the interpreter/listener/viewer.
Semiotics provides a means to interrogate the processes by which signs can be imbued
with varying degrees of intentional ambiguity. There is a distinct difference between notations
that are simply underdetermined (failing at communicating a composer’s conception of a piece)
and those that set intentional but fuzzy boundaries on performer interpretation through the
variegated modes of ambiguity, polysemy, and notational openness afforded by graphic notation.
Some composers, such as Bussotti, look for an intermediary position between the openness of
graphic notation and the closed sign system of conventional Western notation.
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Broad research into the semiotics of music, including topic theory, has been made by
various music theorists. These inquiries most commonly investigate musical tropes of the
nineteenth century and earlier, and as such also interrogate the normative notational conventions
that accompany them.4 However, recently 20th-century music and graphical scores have become
a more popular topic for this form of inquiry. Recent scholarship such as Tristan McKay’s
dissertation “Semiotic Analysis of Open Notations” investigates the semiotic implications of
using open notations as deployed by a variety of composers. 5
McKay refers to Umberto Eco’s concept of the open work, explicated in the book of the
same name, to make some semiotic claims about graphical scores. 6 While this book was written
prior to Eco’s turn towards engagement with semiotics, it foreshadows his semiotic interest in
ambiguity and polysemy by examining situations where aesthetic conditions and objects leave
some aspects of themselves open to their observers and participants. According to Eco, a key
generator of meaning in open works is a “dialectic between form and the possibility of multiple
readings.”7
One of the methodologies that McKay discusses in his dissertation in relation to open
scores is that of Nelson Goodman. Goodman’s aesthetic philosophy, its reliance on a notion of
art as symbolic language, runs parallel to musical semiotics. A key part of Goodman’s
conception is the distinction between analog and digital sign systems. For a sign system to be
analog, it must be always possible to recognize an additional sign between any two given signs
in the system. According to a helpful metaphor rendered by McKay, a traditional mercury
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thermometer would fit this class of sign system. For any two temperature readings on such an
instrument, one can always be placed between them. On the other hand, digital sign systems
require there to be a distinct number of disjunct signs in the system. These also require “syntactic
and semantic differentiation.” This means that these signs must be classes with certain
requirements to fulfill them for them to be coherent. It must thus also be possible for there to be
fail states where elements do not count as meaningful signs.
Goodman argues that conventional Western notation is one of these digital sign systems.
A limitation of this scheme, particularly illustrated by the work of Bussotti, is its all-or-nothing
character. What of works that at some points assume a digital quality and at other points an
analog one? What about works that treat certain parameters digitally and other as analog? A
problem with this duality is that it tends to overvalue musical parameters that comport to a digital
sign system and undervalue ones, such as timbre and tempo, that do not. This imposes a certain
set of aesthetic ideals. Certain styles of music privilege pitch and rhythm whereas others
privilege dimensions such as timbre and gesture. This way of thinking about music should be
conceived, for the purpose of this project, as a historicized mode of thought that was in the air at
the time Bussotti composed his semi-open works.
Goodman’s argument hinges on notational signs functioning as symbols rather than icons
or indexes. Notations code for specific musical actions and materials, and they are of sufficient
specificity that a lack of compliance to the sign system of a score renders a performance invalid.
As discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, this seems to also inform the way that many
mainstream interpreters of contemporary music conceive the interpretation of modernist pieces
from the 1950s and 1960s. There are correct interpretations and incorrect ones, and all
interpretations should strive for compliance to the work. This interpretational success or failure
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bifurcation is related to the romantic notion of Werktreue, a fidelity to the truth of a work that
serves a disciplinary function of assessing the accuracy of a performance as a mirror of the will
of the composer.
McKay points out that this way of thinking about a score has the potential to foreclose the
“human element in signification”:8 the interpretive and sometimes pre-reflexive actions that go
together to make the habitus of performance that accompanies the score in the realization of a
piece. Something as simple as the conventional Italian words used to describe tempo and affect
are deeply embedded with the work itself, its relation to other works, the form, the
instrumentation and material properties of the instruments, and other music-historical forms. As
one develops experience as a musical interpreter, they learn both that Allegro does not have one
discrete cross-contextual meaning and that different Allegros develop in relationship to complex
webs of historical knowledge, performance practice, and pedagogy.
Accepting this as at least one way among many that people choose to bifurcate the
understanding of sign systems, Bussotti’s music troubles historical knowledge of interpretation
by pushing the digital nature of conventional notation to its precipice. Bussotti sometimes turns
back from the cliff, and other times jumps headfirst into the analog character of the open work
and its demands for new logics of interpretation.
Nelson Goodman’s book Languages of Art was published in 1968. This is roughly
contemporaneous with the music of Bussotti as well as the texts examined in previous chapters.
Like texts of Foucault and Merleau-Ponty, it reveals interesting dimensions of that point in
intellectual history. Goodman, as nominalist analytic philosopher, defends the world that
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Merleau-Ponty encourages skepticism towards. Particularly, Goodman explores in his aesthetic
and non-aesthetic philosophy the way that symbols shape the way that people understand that
world. This reduction does not account for the sophistication of Goodman’s pluralism. For
Goodman, there are multiple worlds created by conflicting accounts. United by the primacy of
symbols, for Goodman there is little difference between aesthetic production and other forms of
expression and signification. Those symbols could be bound within a scientific discipline or
within an art form. Goodman displays a certain agnosticism towards the difference between
these. Viewed in its intellectual and historical context, Goodman’s argument that notation is a
formal language serves as a dependency for a larger argument that art is one dimension of the
project of humans attempting to understand the observer-independent world through the
deployment of symbols.
In The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, Lydia Goehr discusses some of the hoops
that Goodman needs to jump through to get traditional Western notation to fit in his rules of
compliance.9 Certain aspects and elements of the score are declared integral to the score and
others non-integral as they do not affect the identity of the work. In other words, they can be
varied from performance to performance without the piece ceasing to be the piece. Conveniently,
dimensions like pitch and rhythm that more explicitly fit Goodman’s compliance rules are
deemed integral whereas dimensions like tempo, timbre, and dynamics (despite often having
clear performance indications) are not integral. On top of this, even elements like pitch do not
have Goodman’s one-to-one symbolic relations. Enharmonic equivalents map to the same pitchas-frequency. The difference between and F sharp and a G flat is contextual. It may have
expressive and voicing leading ramifications. It may, if the piece is tonal, have harmonic
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implications. Pitches in this sense lack what Goodman calls semantic differentiation. Semantic
differentiation requires a one-to-one relationship between a symbol and its sonic referent.
To be clear, Bussotti’s notation fails the system of compliances between notation and
performance necessary to count as a composition under Goodman’s rules. For one, La Passion is
rife with what Goodman refers to as ambiguous inscriptions. 10 Many of Bussotti’s marks
resemble symbols within Western notation but they have been rendered “ill-formed” by their
deformation. Symbols such as the frequent fashion sketches do not have clear performance
referents. One either (as Goodman does with timbre, dynamics, and tempo markings) judges
these elements as not part of the score and ignores them or judges the score non-compliant.
However, the more interesting point is that Bussotti’s scores superficially resemble a compliant
score and share many features with such a score. This enables the cultivation of ambiguity and
opens up an eerie third domain between the open work and a Goodman-approved score as
symbol system or formal language. This sleight of hand presents particular interpretational
challenges to performers who are acculturated to viewing notation as a symbolic language.
Bussotti accomplishes this intentional cultivation of ambiguity in various ways. Firstly, in
conventional notation the specificity and semantic differentiation often relies on the interlocking
function of multiple sub-systems. For a staff to tell you the pitch of a note, it requires the
additional presence of a clef. Thus, it is easy to introduce ambiguity and “break” the digitality of
the notational scheme simply by omitting or modifying some of these interlocking elements.
Additionally, as previously discussed in relationship to the intercrossing horn, oboe, and oboe
d’amore trio in La Passion selon Sade,11 there are times when the spatial metaphors that
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undergird notation are not fully fleshed out. While time is generally indicated chronometrically
left-to-right, material can be expanded or contracted in this dimension without changing
durations as long as the note values are not changed. Thus, Bussotti can begin a work with the
promise of compliance to a digital sign system, and then either through gradual transformation or
by an abrupt shift in the nature of the glyphs on the page, this logic can begin to break down
forcing the interpreter out of a “compliance” methodology of interpretation towards a more
active and productive mode of interpretation that is suggested by the concept of the open work
and attendant forms of graphical notation.
For Goodman, a mark is a symbol only when enmeshed within a larger system of
symbols. If a symbol does not function coherently within this larger system, that represents a fail
state. Bussotti frustrates that requirement of coherence by changing the rules of the system
midway. In the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, the child Calvin develops his own derivative
game of baseball in which the rules bend to ensure his success. The is called “Calvinball.”
Bussotti tends to play Bussottiball in his approach to notation. 12
La Passion selon Sade ends with a section for oboe, horn, and oboe d’amore that plays
Bussottiball with notation. It does this by partially communicating to the performers that they
should engage in the digital sign system of Western notation and, through omission and
augmentation of that system, contradicting that and pointing towards a novel mode of
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interpretation drawing from the open work.

Figure 3.1. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from numbered page 23 (41) of La Passion selon Sade.
The presence of a five-line staff in this detail suggests the presence of distinct pitches. It
also suggests that the performer is operating within the sign system of Western notation and the
attendant body of techniques for pointing to these pitches. This is confirmed by the presence of
sharps, naturals, and flats. These symbols modify a pitch by a particular number of semitones,
once again suggesting a particular pitch in the chromatic scale that each note corresponds to. The
presence of sharps and flats implies that pitch is being divided up into semitones. However,
information crucial to the functioning of this sign system is missing. For instance, there is no clef
to contextualize these pitches.
Additionally, all three instruments are written on the same staff, even though they are
transposing instruments who differ in their sounding pitch. In the front matter of the score,
Bussotti suggests “oboe d’Amore e corno, sono scritti secondo le respettive transposizioni,”
meaning that the score is a transposing score. As such, the staff must be interpreted as meaning
different things to the different instruments. Bussotti is fond of having staves cut across different
musical parameters and taking on different meanings depending on what is moving across them.
This troubles the direct sign – signifier relationship present in elements of standard Western
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notation and introduces uncertainty. The staff becomes a black box 13 that affects materials and
entities differently depending on their constitutive properties.
This is an intentionally deceptive and ambiguous way of notating a system of music. At
first it appears as a respite from the ambiguity of other pages in the score due to its apparent
simplicity and transparency. It seems as if one could sit down at the piano and read the
counterpoint between the instruments. However, this confidence in the sign system falls apart as
one realizes they are reading three transposing instruments on one staff and there are no clefs. Is
one to imagine this as being written in concert pitch and adjust accordingly? Do the pitches on
this staff simply mean different things for the different instruments reading them?
Bussotti also cuts across parameters, troubling the sign – signifier binary in the system
reproduced below from Five Pieces for David Tudor. Here the technique is deployed in an even
more radical and visually adventurous way.
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Figure 3.2. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from Five Pieces for David Tudor.
The system consists of a drawing drafted by Bussotti which has been superimposed on
five staves with different F, G and C clefs. These staves do not behave conventionally, and the
clefs do not modify them in the way one would expect them to. In the article “Scoring the
Rhizome,” Ronald Bogue discusses the system in the context of Deleuze and Guattari’s machinic
assemblage.14 The score, and its indication of David Tudor himself as the instrument being
written for, certainly suggests the conceptuo-material modularity that Deleuze is interested in.
It also suggests a form of minor semiotic warfare. Bussotti is intentionally “crossing
wires” and plugging semiotic patches into bays where they do not fit in order to short-circuit the
direct semiotic relations of Western notation without creating the sort of radical rupture that
allows (or forces) performers to confidently abandon the traditional referents of notation, and
embrace the unencumbered interpretational grammar associated with extreme forms of the open

14

Bogue, “Scoring the Rhizome.”
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work — the sorts of graphical scores analyzed in Tristan McKay’s dissertation and the sort of
semiotic situations these scores produce.
By engaging in this semiotic warfare, Bussotti is intentionally taking advantage of the
limitations of Western notation’s capacity for abstraction. Some systems are fully scalable. For
instance, any piece of data can be plugged in anywhere and read in a digital computational
system. This is one of the things that makes computer music appealing to me and many other
improvisors and composers. Any bit of data from a sensor, a midi device, or a controlled voltage
can be abstracted to numerical information that can then be plugged into anything. It can be used
to control amplitude of an output. It can be used to determine the pitch of an oscillator, or it can
be used to control lights. Bussotti has a taste for this form of abstraction (see for instance the
lighting diagram discussed at the end of the second chapter), but also uses it as a way of breaking
down semantic systems and forcing new ways of engaging with signs and symbols.
There is a finite limit to the amount of abstraction that the five-line staff can handle
before it ceases to act as the five-line staff (as such) and becomes instead a bare series of five
horizontal lines. The five-line staff can point to chromatic pitches. With some extension of the
notation of accidentals, one can point to microtones from tuning systems outside of Western
music, quarter and eighth tones, and continuous changes in pitches. It is because of this
limitation that composers who delaminate different musical parameters such as Helmut
Lachenmann and Aaron Cassidy15 tend to use the traditional five-line staff to represent only
chromatic pitch while other parameters (and pitch when it is continuous) are rendered more

15

See Aaron Cassidy, “The String Quartet as Laboratory and Playground for Experimentation and Tradition (or,
Opening Out/Closing In),” Contemporary Music Review 32, no. 4 (2013), 219–27.
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literally using choreographic tablature solutions that visualize the body of the performer in
relationship to the instrument and its interface.
However, labeling lines on a five-line staff “frequency, duration, and timbre,” as Bussotti
does in Five Pieces for David Tudor moves beyond what the staff is capable of representing. The
staff is based on a simple spatial metaphor for pitch: increasing frequency is represented by
spatial ascension. What does it mean for the line for timbre to be higher than the line for
duration? The original metaphor does not have the capacity for abstraction required to sound a
virtual space that would include this. Interpreters are familiar with pitch space but have trouble
imagining a hypothetical virtual space where timbre is higher than duration. If something
ascends in this space, it begins as duration and then becomes timbre. What does this sound like?
It is (intentionally) difficult to imagine.
This impossible abstraction invokes the dream logic of surrealism. This logic can be
summed up by the text of the poem of René Char, Le Marteau sans maître. A line such as “Et
chevaux de labours dans le fer à cheval,” or in translation, “And plowhorses in the horseshoe”
from “L’Artisanat furieux” produces a similar relationship between the signifiers of horse and
horeshoe as the relationship between five-line staff and timbre in the notation of Bussotti. It
confounds our expectations of these signifiers to think of them in this relationship. How can a
horse fit inside something that goes on its hoof? How can a broad musical parameter fit on a line
of the musical staff?
Central to Bussotti’s use of semiotic elements from Western notation is the surrealist
concept of the image. In The Surrealist Manifesto (1924), André Breton quotes proto-surrealist
Pierre Reverdy in the magazine he edited Nord-sud in 1918 regarding the image.
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The image is a pure creation of the mind.
It cannot be born from a comparison but from a juxtaposition of two more or less distant realities.
The more the relationship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the stronger the image
will be — the greater its emotional power and poetic
reality. (Manifestoes of Surrealism, 10)16
Bussotti’s reconstruction of notation involves the transformation of notational elements
into images in the surrealist sense. “Timbre” and “The Middle Line of The Five-Line Staff” are
distant realities which Bussotti juxtaposes. The composite score-diagram derives its poetic power
precisely from the conceptual distance between these ideas. Through abstraction, Bussotti
explodes the image of the staff into just that — a composite of images. Then through
presentation as a musical score to be realized, Bussotti collapses these elements back into their
original semantic functions. However, a problem (or a glitch) emerges as the functions of the
constitutive objects no longer work with each other. They no longer can be quantized to work
within the digital sign system of Western notation. This failure is what imbues the score and the
act of its realization with a poetic resonance of the sort sought by surrealists such as Breton and
Char. This process can be compared to the way that surrealist poetry utilizes language-as-images.
Like surrealism, in which according to Breton “one proposes to express — verbally, by
means of the written word, or in any other manner — the actual functioning of thought,” 17
Bussotti’s approach to musical meaning and to signs is deeply welded to inner experience. He
works with the experience of composer, performers, technologists, and others involved in the
creation and realization of the score. While the previous chapter stresses the intersubjective
attributes of the realization of La passion selon Sade, examining the way that signs and symbols
are used (and misused) in the construction of the score reveals the rich invocation of internal

16
17

André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), 10.
Ibid., 26.
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phenomenological states in the construction of the score. Both interior experience and
intersubjective co-created reality are important to Bussotti.
Like a surrealist, Bussotti turns to a dream world to assemble his notational fragments, a
world where things are simultaneously familiar and alien in ways that reflect the act of
experiencing the world in fundamental ways but are difficult to put into language or express
rationally. Furthermore, Bussotti is rendering audible a preexisting (though historically
marginalized) dimension of Western notation: its failure as a digital sign system. To reiterate, for
Goodman a digital sign system is one in which there is a presence of “syntactic and semantic
differentiation.”18 This means that there are discrete semantic categories with precisely defined
requirements to fulfill them. It also implies the existence of fail states. Certain elements can fail
to meet the requirements of coherence within said system. As discussed towards the end of
chapter two, there is a historical dimension to Bussotti’s treatment of notational simultaneities
and notational elements themselves. Additionally, there is a historical dimension to how he treats
the idea of semantic coherence in musical scores.
While at first it may seem that a clear trajectory can be traced between notation as
originating as a pragmatic tool for reproduction of performance in the absence of a mode of oral
transmission to an aestheticized musical dimension, history is less cut and dry. Early Western
musical notation often was reproduced in illuminated manuscripts that were meant to function as
visual supplements to the music being reproduced. This process sometimes goes as far as to
include visual depictions of narratives as in the vidas of troubadours and trouveres. Some of the

18

McKay, “A Semiotic Approach to Open Notations.”
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earliest examples of Western notation exist only in an “unheightened” state, in which no
reference pitch is given to provide context as to the identity of each individual pitch in the work.

Figure 3.3. Unheightened German neumes, circa 900 AD.19
Not only does this early unheightened notation lack a reference pitch (such as the two
dots on a bass clef indicating the location of F), but it also lacks any means of communicating
information related to rhythm. There is some minor rhythmic information encoded by the text
itself and the conventions of recitation (the text itself prescribes certain rhythms), but specific
representations of durations are absent. It lacks dynamics as well as indications for all other
music parameters. What is present is a set of oscillating lines that vaguely trace the melodic
contour in pitch space. These ad-hoc symbols share more in common with Bussotti’s “disegno”
from Five Pieces for David Tudor than common practice Western notation.

19

German neumes: cantatorium, c900, from St Gallen, 1924, Grove Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconlinecom.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e0000020114.
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In Lydia Goehr’s The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, the origin of the work
concept (central both to Werktreue and Goodman’s theory of musical notation as a symbolic
language) is located in Western art music of the 18 th century. While ancient forms of Western
notation such as unheightened neumes clearly do not comply with such a notion of the work, the
possibility of the work concept being only a few hundred years old (beyond previously discussed
analytic failures such as not accounting for tempi and dynamics) casts doubt on how historically
well-informed Goodman’s theory is. Goehr cites a growing trend in the 18 th century, typified by
scores of J.S. Bach and François Couperin, of notating out dimensions of the score, including but
not limited to ornaments, that had been previously determined ambiently by performance
practice, as evidence of the emergence of the work concept. 20 In this sense, Goodman’s symbolic
language thesis only applies to music composed after this change and before composers began to
challenge the work concept in the 20th century. Bussotti’s scores reflect a more primordial reality
of Western notation.
Bussotti’s work suggests that, boiling below the surface, there is an irrationality at the
core of Western notation. Surrealism in literature and poetry makes this claim about language.
Breton suggests that perhaps writing is not a digital sign system, but instead an arcane map of the
unconscious. Such a map can be manipulated, abstracted, reprogrammed, cut across in various
ways to reveal the subterranean reality of experience. In describing the “plowhorse in the
horseshoe,” Char creates language that is a pragmatic failure. It is not an accurate description of
something one observes in the world, as clearly a horse cannot fit inside something that it wears
on its foot. However, language is not being used pragmatically in this form of poetry. It is used

20

Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, 27–29.
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as poesis — as the creation of an image. Like the Surrealists in their approach to language,
Bussotti conceives of musical notation as a productive force for the realization of new forms.
Western notation began as vague intimations of melodic contour and evolved into what is
arguably a digital sign system for relating information about duration, pitch, timbre, and other
musical parameters. In the same sense that Bussotti scans the history of opera when be calls for
particular furniture from past operatic productions to be utilized, this excavation of notation’s
historical irrationality and poverty of semiotic definition imbues the work with a historical
character. Bussotti’s work from the 1960s approaches the precipice of the open work only to turn
back towards the expectations and conventions of Western notation. This balancing act provides
the work with a great deal of its style and poetics.
Bussotti’s intentional troubling of the score’s status as a Goodmanian symbolic language
via intimations and ghostly reappearances of historically cast-off non-symbolic dimensions of
notation reflects another of the competing and often contradictory interpretations of surrealism,
that of Walter Benjamin both at the end of “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century” 21 and
throughout the text of “Surrealism: the Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia.” 22 Benjamin
writes
He (Breton) can boast an extraordinary discovery: he was the first to perceive the
revolutionary energies that appear in the “outmoded” — in the first iron constructions,
the first factory buildings, the earliest photos, objects that have begun to be extinct, grand
pianos, the dresses of five years ago, fashionable restaurants when the vogue has begun to
ebb from them. The relation of these things to revolution — no one can have a more
exact concept of it than these authors. 23

21

Walter Benjamin, “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical
Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 1978), 146–62.
22
Walter Benjamin, “Surrealism: the Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia,” Walter Benjamin: Selected
Writings, Volume 2: 1927–1934, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1999): 207–21.
23
Benjamin, “Surrealism: the Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia,” 210.

113

Benjamin asserts that surrealist art was the first to mine the uncanniness that emerges
from the detritus left behind by industrial capitalism’s constant production of artificial novelty.
Though Bussotti’s historical lens has a wider field of vision (spanning the history of Western
notation rather than the rise and fall of fashions in industrially reproduced culture), the approach
is much the same. Layers of notational history are added and stripped away highlighting ways of
interacts with notation that not only frustrate notation’s function as a symbolic language but
recall forms of notation that are ancient and eerie.
Bussotti does not reject notation as a symbolic language simply as an act of transgression,
but instead as part of a larger project of quasi-surrealist historicism. The idea of the work as
piece of symbolic language, theorized by Goodman and informing 21 st-century modernist
performance practice, is subverted by Bussotti through a historical approach to notation that
treats time and aesthetic production in a similar way to surrealism as theorized by Benjamin.
The concept of notation and the musical work as a symbolic language makes claims
about the particular semiotic functioning of a score. For instance, that there is a one-to-one
relationship between notational symbol and sonic referent. Additionally, the claim is made that
notation is a digital sign system in which there are a discrete number of signs in the system rather
than an analogue system in which additional signs can always be added. As previously discussed,
Bussotti’s notation short-circuits this. However, Bussotti’s notation also short circuits more
fundamental dimensions of the semiotics of musical notation. Bussotti’s music blurs basic
semiotic categories, with signs that normally function symbolically acting instead as icons, or
more intriguingly shift between symbolic and icon roles. An example of this is the staff
transforming into a metal chain on page 6 of La Passion selon Sade (see figure 22 in chapter 2).
The transformation between a composite set design, costume suggestion, and gestural indication
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to five-line staff bridges the gap between symbol, having meaning only within the context of a
broader symbolic language and icon, in which there is a morphological similarity between the
signifier and the signified.
The value of semiotics and the work-as-symbolic-language aesthetic position of Nelson
Goodman to analysis of Bussotti, and perhaps other composers with playful attitudes towards
notational signs, is in mapping the strategies employed to subvert the expectations of semiotic
and symbolic methodologies for understanding notation (as well as performance practices and
interpretational frameworks built on these expectations). To understand Calvinball, it is helpful
to have some knowledge of baseball’s basic rules.
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Chapter 4: The Political Antinomy of Bussotti’s Notation
This chapter is an analysis of Bussotti as a case study in the ways that art at the cusp of
the eruption of contemporary liberalism embodies both its malign characteristics and possible
ways out of the ideological stalemate it has generated. Towards that end, I will track the behavior
of this contradiction in three domains. The first of these is the way that Bussotti’s scores resist
the flattening of elements to exchangeable elements or commodities. The second is Bussotti’s
attention in his staging directions and other “extramusical” elements to forms of extreme
individualism that mirror contemporary liberal subjectivity, and the third is the way that, in the
absence of the Berberian-Bussotti collaborative duo, interpretation of these works calls upon us
to act as speakers for the dead.
Exchange Value
The first of these domains is the conceptual flattening of elements of a work via a market
logic in which everything is quantified as a particular exchange value, allowing the easy
swapping out of different elements of proportionate value. Bussotti’s notation challenges
commodification and the flattening of the work to quantifiable elements of exchange. It resists
the translation of information from one domain to another. Capitalism is distinguishable by a
particular form of abstraction in which “all that is solid melts into air” 1 — In which materials and
concepts are no longer socially defined by the primacy of their function or material character, but
as commodities whose value can be compared to other commodities functioning as abstract
elements in a market. Like Western notation, capitalism is a technology of abstraction.

1

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (London: Penguin Classics, 2002).

116

Of course, Bussotti’s works are transformed into commodities via the capture of
recording. However, Bussotti’s music challenges the place where the work resides via its
strategic partial openness and thus the degree to which said commodity can be understood to
fully capture its source. While a recording of a piece in conventional Western notation is, if
sufficiently well performed, a full capture of the work itself, this is not true of a recording of a
piece by Bussotti from the 1960s. Such a recording is at best a partial capture of what is present
in the score with substantial autobiographical enmeshment with performers and interpreters. The
recording as a commodity thus becomes another collage element in the materio-conceptual nexus
that forms the work rather than a totalizing entity that subsumes it.
Such a reduction of the work to exchangeable elements can be extremely useful for
artists. The ability to transmute materials or concepts from one category to another by an
intermediate process of transformation into abstract data is useful for producing new materials. It
also useful for navigating different scales, for instance having the broad form of a piece informed
by some aspect of its local structure or the other way round.
In my practice as an electro-acoustic composer, I frequently take advantage of the
capacity that environments such as Pure Data and OpenMusic possess to transform the properties
of sounds into exchangeable quantities that then can be scaled and re-implemented to control
anything. One can use the relative intensity of different partials in the sound of an open C on a
cello to set the timer on a toaster via midi. There is also an overlapping between abstraction as a
compositional aid and surrealism’s creation of images. There is a resonance with capitalism and
how it transforms tools, objects, and ideas into abstract commodities in the social reality of a
market.
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Bussotti’s resistance to exchange value functions in two contradictory ways: it prevents
commodification and thus canonization within market-driven techno liberalism. On the other
hand, this resistance to exchange re-inscribes liberal individualism and the romantic interiority of
the poet, the writer, the subjectivity of young Werther.2 A mode of musical notation that makes it
hard to abstract into different domains renders every mark on the page more personal and
particular. This both destabilizes its compatibility with contemporary state-sponsored modernist
performance practice and runs the risk of trading that for a romantic particularity that venerates
the composer and the act of composition.
One can imagine a work that is completely quantifiable, and every element can be
rendered as an exchangeable value. Such a work would be reproducible flawlessly (and validly
according to a nominalist notion of the work) by sufficiently sophisticated playback software. In
other words, music whose score communicates streams of information about durations, pitches,
timbres, and dynamics in a determinate, reproducible, scalable, in a quantifiable and
transformable way.
Such a score thus generates data streams that could be used or reused for whatever
purpose one wants. A wide range of notated music counts as abstract in this way. Of course,
something like a Bach invention is abstract in this way. It consists of two streams of pitch
information and two streams of durational information, with some additional indications for
articulations and ornamentation. One can program a Bach invention into the sound chip of a
Gameboy and have it play back a valid interpretation. One then has a quantified (valid) iteration

2

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther (New York: Dover Publications, 2002).
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of the piece in which every element can be transformed via any mathematical transformations the
Gameboy is capable of.
The inclusion of ornamentation, tempo markings, and other context- and habitusdependent interpretational indications would break its status as a fully exchangeable score. A
piece by Lachenmann utilizing a tablature approach or even a John Cage number piece would
also potentially fit the bill depending once again on the degree to which these more poetic
indications are utilized.
The Lachenmann piece gives precise information about various aspects of the physical
process of playing the instrument, though in a way that decouples prescriptive and descriptive
aspects that are generally thought of being grouped into larger metaparameters in conventional
notation. For instance, bow pressure and bow speed are not generally indicated in a work
utilizing standard Western notation, but the presence of dynamics and particular bowings greatly
limits the possible orientations of these two parameters that can be utilized at a particular
moment in a piece.
The example of a John Cage number piece is a bit more ambiguous and suggests
questions regarding the essential character of the input of musician agency, but these works are
still more hospitable to these forms of abstraction than those of Bussotti. In these pieces,
performers are given specific notes to play, and these notes are accompanied by time indications.
This time bracket notation gives a range of possible starting times and a range of possible ending
times for a note within the length of the piece. Performers often coordinate this utilizing a
stopwatch. One could write a simple program that randomly chooses a start time and end time
for pitches within the ranges designated by Cage. Cage still provides concrete, abstractable
streams of information with the added element of controlled randomness. Tools such as the
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“drunk” object in Max MSP (which outputs stochastic values within a moving range specified by
the user) demonstrate how such controlled random behaviors do not negate the possibility of
abstraction of scaling.

Figure 4.1. John Cage, detail from 5.3
Bussotti’s approach is unscalable in number of ways. One way is through the presence of
multiply interpretable start/stop points or paths for navigating through a specific page. Some
pages, such as the one labeled 12 in the score, move in a standard left-to-right chronometric way.
Pages like 19 J do not do this. 19 J consists of a vocal solo. The material is arranged in a circular
formation, with an angular assemblage of musical notation sitting at the center breaking through
the notational circle at various points. The material is accompanied by a text consisting of the
Louise Labé sonnet with the word order re-assembled according to Bussotti’s visual libretto that
is discussed in earlier chapters.

3

John Cage, 5 (Leipzig: Edition Peters, 1988). See also Wikipedia, s.v. “Number Pieces,”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Number_Pieces.
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Figure 4.2. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 19J (33).
As he frequently does, Bussotti chooses not to include a clef. However, as in other cases
in then score, the clef is deducible from the instrumentation. A mezzo-soprano will generally be
reading treble clef and thus one can assume Bussotti is thinking of the treble clef here. Bussotti
perhaps rejects clefs to heighten a more local form of abstraction. Lines can be swapped between
instruments, and they simply read from their own clef.
What makes this material resistant to exchange value quantification is that there are no
clear limits to possible ways a performer can move through it. Cage provides definite boundaries
to the amount of time each pitch may be held for, but Bussotti gives no index of possibilities for
how this may be moved through. The scrambling of the text contributes to this. Otherwise, one
may be tempted simply to follow the score in whatever direction renders the text
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comprehensible. Circular representations of information are often read clockwise, which is
certainly an intuitive way of moving through this page. However, this is confounded by the
angular assemblage of notation in the middle. The assemblage, like many aspects of the score, is
vaguely anthropomorphic. The staves jutting out from the center resemble limbs and the central
mass a torso. Nothing suggests precisely when one should perform this material in relationship to
the circular material.
O’s with fermatas on them occur at the topmost and bottommost points on the page.
These poles are certainly suggestive of possible starting and ending points, or possibly transitions
between the circular material and the middle assemblage, but their function is also left up to
interpretation. The effect is that, while there are many design principles in work pulling the
interpreter’s eye and ear towards certain possibilities for navigating this page, and durational and
pitch values are more or less determined, it would be nearly impossible to sit down and construct
a table of possible interpretations of the page, thus rendering it abstract in the manner described
earlier in regard to a John Cage number piece. Once could move through the page in such a way
that favors the melody of the text. One could read the circle clockwise interrupted in the middle
by the angular assemblage. One could cut back and forth between lines of the circle and lines of
the assemblage. It is not simply that there are too many possibilities to produce an abstraction, it
is also that said possibilities are governed by the intuition and internal experience of the
performer in ways that are not reducible to scalable banks of information that can be traded like
commodities.
Another way that Bussotti subverts flattening to exchange value is through the
application of temporary breakdowns in notational specificity that are only comprehensible in the
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holistic context of the piece. The notation on page 12b, a section for two pianos, harp, and organ,
demonstrates this.

Figure 4.3. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 12B (25).
Of particular interest in this system is the many-line notation present in the two piano
parts (p.f.) and in the harp part (a.). At these sections, durational and pitch information ceases to
be specifically defined, but only for the particular subject to the many-line notation. A general
contour with starting and stopping notes is given (if one assumes the spatial locations line up
with the locations on bass and treble clefs). These points are connected by straight lines
indicating a continuous contour. There are no rhythmic values. At the end of the system,
performers are indicated “ognuno conclude indipendentemente” (each instrument finishes
independently). Despite the appearance of some points of synchronization between the
instruments, everyone is instructed to play their fragment without attempting synchronization. At
a particularly difficult-to-interpret moment towards the middle of the system, the first piano
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contains a passage of the many-line notation that begins on the bottom staff and ends on the top
staff, with the other staff in each circumstance containing conventionally notated materials.

Figure 4.4. Sylvano Bussotti, detail from La Passion selon Sade, page 12B (25).
The indication “mani” tells the performer that said material should be played with the
hands on the piano, presumably functioning as a sort of cluster notation. At first, unfilled circles
of differing sizes (O’s?) seem to synchronize with the right hand precisely notated material: a
group of six eighth notes. However, as the figure moves from left to right, they drift apart
slightly in chronometric space. While there are six eighth notes in this grouping, there are seven
unmetered cluster dotes moving from one staff to the other. This is a notational figure that makes
intuitive sense to the performer while performing (just play the clusters a little bit faster than the
evenly metered eighth notes), but is difficult to abstract out from. The clusters are a sort of
intuitively navigated supplement to the easily-exchangeable eighth notes whose reactive and
dialogical nature renders them irreducible from the concrete situation of their performance.
A third strategy that Bussotti uses to resist exchange in the work is through the creation
of liminality between score and illustration. This is a distinct phenomenon from the open work
and graphical scores. Such works incorporate extended and multiply interpretable notations using
symbols that do not originate in Western notation or by deploying familiar symbols in a way that
is radically removed from their standard function. Bussotti instead often utilizes more or less
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traditional notation displaying traditional notational behaviors that then melts into, collides with,
or becomes entangled in illustrations, particularly illustrations of the human form.
This is often accompanied by transitional materials that display an uncanny inbetweenness of illustration and notation. These materials thus resist abstraction either as
performance instructions or illustrations as they contain aspects of both. This uncanniness is
comparable to the visual effect of body horror in films of David Cronenberg and others. In The
Fly (1986) an uncanny horror comes from the various stage of incompleteness in which Jeff
Goldblum’s character cannot be integrated into the symbolic order as either human or fly.
Brundlefly in its various stages of transformation is uncanny because we are unable to index it
into a coherent category and thus subject it to the various regimes of quantification we use to
make sense of the world. Bussotti’s transformations between bodies and notes produce similar
states of incomprehension as Cronenberg’s transformations between bodies and flies.
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Figure 4.5. Brundlefly in various states of transformation. 4
Such transformations are present in Bussotti’s piece at various places in the score.
Illustrations of human figures do not simply accompany the musical notation but frequently
emerge out of it and receding back into it. A good example of this occurs on the page labeled 10,
which is a passage for two pianos, celesta, voice, horn, cello, and oboe d’amore. Towards the end
of this passage, the vocal line transforms into the figure of a woman, and then back into
specifically arranged music notation.

4

The Fly, directed by David Cronenberg (1986; Los Angeles CA: 20th Century Fox).
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Figure 4.6. Sylvano Bussotti, La Passion selon Sade, page 10 (21).
One feature that increases the degree of confusion between illustration and notation is the
usage of closely placed straight lines both as the previous discussed many-line staffs of
indeterminate pitch, and as a illustrative motif in the image of the woman’s figure. When flipped
on its side, the diffuse material that coalesces into the female figure greatly resembles the
unfilled dots connected by lines that make up the many-line staff notation. It looks as if the
indeterminate notation is breaking apart, the straight lines folding in on themselves and losing
their rigidity in a process of ceasing to be notation and becoming illustration.
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Figure 4.7. Left is detail from La Passion selon Sade Page 12B demonstrating many-line staff
notation. Right is detail from La Passion selon Sade Page 10, rotated 90 degrees.
This material confounds abstraction to exchange value by refusing to coalesce into bare
data, either as notational information or as an illustration. It looks as if the straight lines
connecting circles in the many-lined notation are folding in on themselves, as if their texture and
rigidity is changing. They are transforming from a notational symbol to the fabric that makes up
the woman’s dress. Like Brundlefly, these lines are neither fabric nor diagram, they are
something uncanny that is in between.
Another site of resistance is the usage of musical lines for different instruments, with
instruments often jumping between lines and one such line instructing the vocalist to jump up
and perform the illustration. By having the performers primed to constantly be switching
between lines, a sense of disorientation is produced that permits the navigation of multiple forms
of interpretation. This makes possible performers jumping to in-between glyphs that are neither
quite illustration nor score.
The vocal line, for instance, begins with its own dedicated staff, then jumps down the
page to the staff previously allotted to the flute, and then back up to the original vocal staff
which is at that point in transition to becoming the illustration of a woman. Thick black arrows
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are utilized to track the movement of the vocalist between these different staves. The first jump
down is from notation to notation, producing a familiarity with this staff-jumping procedure. The
jump back up jumps from notation to liminal notation-illustration, and due to the acculturation of
the first jump, the meaning is clear — jump back up to the original staff and perform the material
located there. The uncanniness that resists abstraction comes from the fact that, while the
material the vocalist jumps to somewhat resembles the many-line notation, it is caught having
partially undergone a transformation into a sketch.
A third and more literal feature that increases the overlap between illustration and
notation is Bussotti’s coupling of illustration in the score to particular musical features. Different
performers, instruments, affects, and performance techniques all have connections to the
illustrations in ways that render them more integrated into the score than illuminations that
accompany medieval chant collections or descriptive illustrations that may be present in common
practice collections of songs, piano pieces, and chamber works. The illustrations function at
times in a similar way to tempo markings, providing some sense of affect and performance
technique, and at other times as parts of the score. They meld into and out of the staves and
symbols that make up the performance instructions.
The illustration of a woman in the vocal part on page 10 transitions abruptly from a figure
back to music notation. As with the chain discussed in chapter 2, the performer is asked to
interpret what it means for notation to turn into a human figure and then back into notation. This
always requires an immanent interpretational fabric to be created by the performer. There is no
way this material can be transcribed into more traditional notation and thus rendered as
abstractable values. The nature of this crossing of registers requires each performer and each
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performance to produce a new performance practice and a new way of interpreting this strange,
surreal notational transformation.
Individualism
The political contradiction in Bussotti’s work is also evident in its reproduction of
concerns central to contemporary liberalism including an extreme form of individualism that
rejects even the existence of the social (Margaret Thatcher: “There is no such thing as society”), 5
the creation and care of the self as the dominant cite of political meaning and action, and the
obscuring of the possibilities of alternative modes of social organization (Margaret Thatcher:
“There is no alternative”)6. These concerns are present in the themes, text, narrative, and stage
design of the work as well as the way that those “extramusical” elements interface with the
notation.
The themes and attitude of La Passion selon Sade are simultaneously deeply social,
highlighting the centrality of the performance of the work as a form of social production, and
deeply individualistic, with Bussotti including autobiographical elements, names of friends and
lovers, and additional materials that are incomprehensible if one does not have some knowledge
of Bussotti’s life in the 1960s. Elements of the score and of its interpretation zig-zag wildly from
a solipsism that limits full understanding of the work to Bussotti’s circle of close friends and a
historicist universalism that situates the work principally as a entry into and a intervention with
the history of opera: its themes, its visual motifs, the instruments and performers, and material
residue such as dresses and furniture.

5
6

Margaret Thatcher, “No Such Thing As Society,” interview by Douglas Keay, Woman’s Own, 1987.
Margaret Thatcher, common slogan utilized countless times in interviews and speeches.
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In Bussotti’s score, the central antinomy between resistance to techno-liberal
canonization and a set of aesthetic concerns closely in line with the new political subjectivity of
neoliberalism reproduces itself as the contradiction between opening new experiences for
performers but subjectively and intersubjectively via limit-experiences and the utilization of
notation specifically as a tool for the subjugation of performers to the will of the composer. In
some sense, this contradiction and the failure it produces to collapse into a slogan, manifesto, or
easily communicable set of desires and expectations on either of these fronts is part of what
makes the score so polysemic and richly interpretable. While some graphic scores (such as those
by explicitly political composers like Cornelius Cardew) may feel like conceptual statements
against the social control afforded by conventional Western notation and its associated
performance practice, Bussotti’s scores never congeal into an explicit political statement or a
simple experiment in making notation “freer” or more open to different modes of interpretation.
The notation demands a closer and more immanent reading that is sensitive to its contradictions.
Underdetermination and Speaking for the Dead
A final dimension in which this antinomy is expressed is the underdetermination of the
work through its score due much of its performance practice being transmitted by oral tradition
with much of the specificity of that performance practice being lost with the death of Catherine
Berberian and Sylvano Bussotti in 1983 and 2021 respectively. Many dimensions of the
interpretation of the score were negotiated in rehearsals, and decisions were made right then and
there. This contributes to the focus on individuality and the status of the piece as a product of a
specific time period, milieu, and collective of individuals.
At the same time, since composer and performer are no longer with us, the score is
opened up to new, immanent, collective interpretations. The lacuna left by the death of the
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work’s authors invites the possibility of historically informed performance practice
interpretations which attempt to reconstruct a veridical account of the work through interviews,
studies of the personalities and behaviors of the deceased musicians, etc., but it also makes
possible a complete re-assessment of the work incorporating new poesis that immanently
engages with the world here and now through the membrane of the score.
These two responses to the absence of the author relate to the two sides of the notational
political antinomy. A reconstructive approach is technocratic and individualist whereas a
collaborative and immanent approach is collective and opens up onto new horizons of aesthetic
and political possibility. There was always an ad-hoc, immanent character to Bussotti’s
collaborations with Berberian and, according to Bussotti, Berberian’s process of becoming a new
music specialist in general. In an interview published in Perspectives of New Music, Bussotti
says that
When we talk about the voice in new music, it is impossible to not talk immediately
about Cathy Berberian. Everyone knows that she was the wife of a great musician
[Luciano Berio], and that afterwards, there was a separation; nevertheless, she continued
the rest of her life to interpret the music of this musician. I remember that this
extraordinary woman, who was to become a type of Callas of new music, was simply the
wife of a musician, doing the cooking. She became Cathy Berberian by coincidence,
because when John Cage wrote an aria for soprano and magnetic tape, the soprano that
was to sing said, “I’m not singing this music.” And Cathy Berberian, as an exception,
sang it to save the occasion. We really have to be a bit cinemagraphic, and say that “a star
was born.” I was the first composer who wrote a piece for Cathy Berberian after that
evening; I asked Boulez, “Is it all right with you if I include a part for mezzo-soprano?”
He said, “Why not?”; and this was the first time that Boulez directed my work, and the
first time that he directed Cathy. When I use the voice, generally I use it for traditional
reasons; that is, to move the listener. And I regret that during the last thirty or forty years,
composers have been afraid of an aspect of the voice, which we call “listenable,” as in
Puccini, where it is so evident. Since the time of Puccini, composers have thought that
this is not noble enough.7

7

Harry James Wignall, “Current Trends in Italian Opera,” Perspective of New Music 28, no. 2 (1990), 324.
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Attempts to recreate the performance practice of Bussotti’s collaboration with Berberian
in much the same way that one may reconstruct an Egyptian temple in a museum in Manhattan
are deeply fraught. This is the technocratic pole of what is suggested in interpreting La Passion
selon Sade. Berberian’s ascent to contemporary music specialist was initiated spontaneously.
John Cage had written Aria for another mezzo-soprano. When this performer refused to premiere
the work, Berberian decided to try her hand at interpreting contemporary scores and volunteered
to collaborate with Cage.
After Cage, Bussotti was one of the first composers to see in Berberian not only a skilled
interpreter but a co-composer and musical collaborator. Bussotti’s music instrumentalizes the adhoc nature of this arrangement, and this can be seen in the immanent spontaneity demanded by
his notational approach. Unlike a work by Boulez or Berio in which the task of the vocalist
interpreter is to produce as accurate as possible a realization of a score that has been precisely
laid out by the performer, a vocalist interpreter of La Passion selon Sade, in order to maintain
fidelity to the concept of the piece, needs to act as Berberian did as a co-composer, defining in
real time what the compound character is (Justine, Juliette, etc.) and how that character relates to
the score.
It is also clear though that Bussotti does not mean for the work to die with Berberian and
himself. He took the time to notate the score so that the piece could be reproduced by other
performers in the future. For the same reason, he continued to have the score available and gave
his blessing to performances after the 1960s.
The sensibilities and styles of these two musicians were deeply entangled. While
Berberian was central to Bussotti carving out his identity within the broader post-war avantgarde, Bussotti’s compositions for Berberian including Pieces de Char II from 1960, as well as
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Bussotti’s sensibility itself, helped to define Berberian’s early stage presence and interpretational
approach.
What is demanded in the interpretation and performance of such works is an approach
that both engages the works with the immanent ad-hoc attitude of Berberian in the 1960s and
with a care and attention to historical human and material entanglements, becoming what Donna
Haraway calls a speaker for the dead. 8 Acting as a speaker for the dead in Haraway’s sense
reveals the binary between immanence and historicism to be a linguistic confusion at worst, or an
uncreative way of approaching the problem at best. Drawn from Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s
Game novels, being a speaker for the dead involves engaging with the world (in its broad
ecological sense) in a way that, without falling into nostalgia or reaction, actors in the present
attend to the material resonances of those who have perished in the procession of living and
dying. A musical performance and the interactions between its actors produces a small ecology,
and we should treat it as such with the requisite attention to entanglements with actors present
and perished in its history.
Haraway provides the poetic example of an orchid whose morphology mimics the
reproductive system of a species of bee that has long gone extinct. The bee continues to exist in
the material memory of the orchid. In Staying with the Trouble, she defines acting as a speaker
for the dead thusly
In his science fiction novel The Speaker for the Dead Orson Scott Card explored how a
young boy who had excelled in exterminationist technoscience in a cross-species war
with an insectoid hive species later in life took up responsibility for the dead, for
collecting up the stories for those left behind when a being, or a way of being, dies. The
man had to do what the boy, immersed only in cyber-realities and deadly virtual war, was
never allowed to do; the man had to visit, to live with, to face the dead and the living in
8

Donna J. Haraway, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in The Cthulucene (Durham: Duke University Press,
2016).
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all of their materialities. The task of the Speaker for the Dead is to bring the dead into the
present, so as to make more response-able living and dying possible in times yet to
come.9
As a speaker for the dead, the task is to bring the dead into the present. This is distinct
from creating a simulacrum of the past. Being a speaker for the dead means attending directly to
the immanent material realities of the present moment with help and complicity of those who
have perished. This is how contemporary performers must approach a work such as La Passion
selon Sade. What would this look like? How would this manifest in interpretive decisions made
by performers, directors, and technologists?
The personal and specific nature of Bussotti’s notation, in addition to fighting the
anonymizing and commodifying force of technocratic modernist canonization, forces performers
towards an interpretation that takes seriously this concept of acting as a speaker for the dead.
Specifically, Bussotti’s personality and relationship to operatic history is baked into the score
itself. The score suggests such an interpretation.
An interpretation that seeks to speak for the dead does not begin with an abstract, platonic
notation of the piece, the romantic Werktreue. Instead, it begins with the concrete material and
historical conditions that undergirded the first performance and those involved. One needs to put
themselves into the mind and body of Bussotti and company. What were their concerns, what did
the future look like from their perspective? 1968 had not yet happened, and a revolutionary spirit
still inhabited contemporary music, despite its bourgeois class character. Today we live in a time
when artistic production is nominally more political than ever. Issues of identity, equity, and
even ecology permeate grant writing and artist statements. Despite the proliferation of political

9

Ibid., 69.
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language, we have in some ways in the 21st century forgotten how to be political. Andreas Malm
writes about this condition in How to Blow Up a Pipeline:
The insistence on sweeping militancy under the rug of civility — now dominant not only
in the climate movement, but in most Anglo-American thinking and theorizing about
social movements — is itself a symptom of one of the deepest gaps between the present
and all that happened from the Haitian Revolution to the poll tax riots: the demise of
revolutionary politics. It barely exists any longer as a living praxis in powerful
movements or as a foil against which their demands can be set. From the years around
1789 to those around 1989, revolutionary politics maintained actuality and dynamic
potentiality, but since the 1980s it has been defamed, antiquated, unlearned and turned
unreal.10
In communing with a historical moment in which this is not the case, we must move
outside of this calcified neoliberal political subjectivity if we are to act as speakers for the dead
for actors from the past who were not fossilized by this contemporary cynicism. This could
manifest in a variety of ways including staging, costume design, and the nuts and bolts
interpretation of the musical material.
In terms of staging, this suggests a staging that simultaneously takes seriously Bussotti’s
historical intervention by incorporating the requested furniture from operatic history while also
looking back to how Bussotti interpreted his own requests and the furniture and set orientations
he chose. Finally, it requires a contemporary intervention: incorporating, critiquing, and
engaging with 21st-century staging conventions for 19th-century opera. The task is to bring
Bussotti into the current world through material memory and oral speaking for the dead. Such a
staging should ask questions about how Bussotti’s radical but historicist thoughts on the stage
can materialize in the present moment in a way that is neither a museum style resurrection of his

10

Andreas Malm, How To Blow Up A Pipeline (New York: Verso Books, 2021), 61.
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1960s aesthetic concerns nor a papering over of his sensibilities with contemporary political and
pseudo-political trends.
As in Haraway’s Camille Stories chapter of Staying with the Trouble, we may suggest
some possible poetic solutions for acting as a speaking for the dead in regard to staging this
work. The effects of capitalism, extractive imperialism, planned obsolescence, and
anthropogenic climate change have produced a world in the 21st century where the accretion of
waste is a visible record of the damage done and the reality of our situation. Any aesthetic
motion to sweep waste under the rug is a fascistic renunciation of the material conditions of the
present world. In my own practice as a composer, I attempt to revitalize the left-behind junk
objects of capitalism. For example, I compose for obsolete consumer electronics such as the
Gameboy sound chip and utilize transducers on garbage rather than speakers for the reproduction
of electroacoustic sound. Perhaps a similar approach could be utilized here.
What happens to operatic sets when they are dismantled? Sometimes this furniture is
disposed of and left to rot. A staging of this work could incorporate visually derelict and
distressed furniture from the operatic tradition, rendering visible and audible bourgeois aesthetic
production’s role in the perennial deadening of matter by capitalism.
Bussotti was not shy in his incorporation of his own name, identity, and personal life into
the scores for his compositions. Perhaps this could be reflected in the staging, serving the dual
purpose of acting as a speaker for the dead for both Bussotti and Berberian. Ghostly relics of the
lives of the performers who originally animated the work could be included. The light by which
Bussotti composed, Berberian’s favorite music stand, objects like this with poetic resonances in
the lives of the perpetrators of La Passion selon Sade could be included. This is not simply a
sentimental act or an easter egg for their friends and family but a recognition of cross137

generational and cross-temporal entanglements and obligations that continue to animate the
work.
These are precisely the sorts of entanglements and obligations that are erased and
dematerialized by the abstraction process that accompanies canonization in state sanctioned
technocratic modernism. When pieces by Boulez from the 1950s are stripped of this strangeness
and roots in surrealism and expressionism (in other words, their internality), they also lose their
externality. As Karen Barad expresses, it is only through the action of knowers that situations
and experiences are produced. The event of a tree falling in the woods is inaugurated as a
moment of (sonic) experience through the participation of the tree, the listener, the ground, and
the acoustic environment in which the falling occurs. With the phenomenology and experiences
of individual knowers cut out, a piece is gutted of experience and becomes a commodity.
These three expressions of the political antinomy of Bussotti’s notation (market logic,
individualism, and speaking for the dead) are entangled together in a complex balancing act.
Performance practice as well as the contemporary call presented by the score to act as a speaker
for the dead aids the notational conventions in resisting abstraction. Additionally, the narrative
themes of the overdetermination of pleasure and pain drawn as much from French literary and
social theorists contemporary to the work such as Lacan and Barthes contributes to this
resistance.
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Conclusion
Music analysis often follows a few routes. This dissertation has engaged with these routes
in some ways but bypasses them in others. More positivistic forms of analysis look at specific
relationships between pitches, formal features, rhythmic features, and general materials that recur
and are transformed. Other forms of analysis engage with broad topics in the humanities such as
gender, race, disability, or topics in cognitive science and philosophy and phenomenology, or
critical investigations of experience and the effects of particular musical features on experience.
This dissertation engages in a mirrored version of the latter: tracking how contemporary social
theory may have influenced, inspired, or ambiently set the table for Bussotti’s music in various
ways.
Keeping in mind that composers and performers are complex agents enmeshed within
their cultures, music analysis and performance practice, particularly relating to historical music,
benefits from forms of analysis that take seriously what concepts, theories, manifestoes, and the
modes of living and dying suggested by them were “in the air” at particular points in the
production of musical meaning. Out of this, this dissertation suggests more possible analyses of
post-war modernism. Particularly, this suggests a way of breaking down what is obscured by the
monolithic categories of late modernism, high modernism, post-war modernism, or (to define
these aesthetic tendencies by compositional strategies that were employed by some of these
composers at some times) integral or total serialism.
One concept “in the air” both in 1960s thought and punctuating the history of opera is
Sadism: both in the sense of themes of interest to Sade, and of pain as an overabundance of or
supplement to pleasure specifically. This concept is known in Lacanian psychoanalysis as
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jouissance and is explored in the poem by Louise Labé that forms the basis of the libretto for the
work. As previously discussed, Bussotti highlights this theme in the poem by constructing his
libretto-image in a way which produces pleasure-pain binaries from the text of the work.
In Foucault’s late lectures and writing, particularly covering the topics of the Iranian
revolution and the future economic and political arrangements of the Global North, he
emphasizes a shift from politics as collective struggle oriented around ideologically prescribed
demands to politics as a personal arena catalyzed by ordeals and limit-experiences. 1 Limitexperiences, as theorized by Bataille, Blanchot, and Foucault, involve the subject entering into
forms of experience that are so extreme that they break down the conditions that make possible
normative subjectivity and induce transformations in the subject and their relationship to the
world.
Sade foreshadowed this personal politics of limit-experience, not as a way out of
Keynesian post-war social organization, but of the monarchist social organization that defined
pre-revolutionary France. For Sade, limit-experiences marked the new subjectivity of rationalist
liberalism, just as for Foucault they characterized a new subjectivity that at the time lacked a
name but now is called neoliberalism, the dominant mode of global organization associated with
its own particular forms of experience and subjectivity. Using Foucault’s own method of
historical genealogy, one can look at history and find undulating patterns of collectivity marked
by broad social transformation accompanied by a shift towards a political solipsism. Sade and
Bussotti represent points in that sinusoidal historical fluctuation.

1

Dean and Zamora, The Last Man Takes LSD.
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The forms of limit-experience present in the work of Sade involve sexuality, particularly
the liberation of modes of sexuality for which injunctions barred the performance in monarchist
French society, regardless of whether those injunctions were just or not. It is generally agreed
upon and not controversial to state that monarchism is an unjust and undesirable mode of social
organization, but most will agree with French aristocratic society’s injunctions against sexual
violence and coercion. The moral libertarianism of Sade’s libertine attitudes has aged poorly
(they were not particularly popular during his lifetime either), but what Bussotti and the
European post-war intellectual tradition latch onto in his writing is the treatment of bodily
situations that are extreme — forcing a decoupling from one’s habitus — without being coercive
or non-consensual. Such an attitude can be taken with more contemporary works of art that
include aesthetic presentations of extreme amorality and the depiction of amoral acts without the
frame of the work itself including a judgement against said acts, such as is found in the early
films of John Waters or Kenneth Anger.
The key to this habitual decoupling and thus the production of limit-experiences is the
rendering visible and drawing attention to the overdetermination of pleasure and pain. If what is
painful is also pleasurable and vice versa, then broad dimensions of how one navigates the world
are thrown into renegotiation. If touching a hot pan is painful, one learns to avoid that behavior.
If one discovers an arcane pleasure in that pain, then the entire nexus of habitual decisions that
produces a subject’s mode of interacting with the world is thrown into confusion.
For Sade and Foucault, this represents a personal revolutionary situation that allows for
the production of new selves and new forms of subjectivity. In fact, Foucault believes in his later
work that these forms of personal revolution can and should replace the mass movements that
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have accompanied and provided resistance to capitalist forms of production since the rise of
transnational trading companies in the early 17th century.
Bussotti’s relationship to jouissance and limit-experiences is more complex and, like his
notation itself, ambiguous in intentional and interesting ways. For Bussotti, the sadomasochistic
limit-experience serves to break down the boundaries between actors and elements in a piece of
music as well as uncover the covered (homo)erotic history of the Western art music and the
operatic medium.

Figure C.1. Sylvano Bussotti, two details from the libretto of La Passion selon Sade, 4.
Bussotti explicitly links pleasure with pain in his treatment of the Labé poem by
connecting the words, located in disparate points in the poem, spatially and with dotted lines.
The detail from the libretto makes explicit his desire to thematize the linkage of pleasure and
pain. The second image, linking Sade and Bach with one large, shared “A” speaks to this second
concern — the interrogation of the clandestine sadomasochistic character of Western art music,
and more particularly of notation itself.
As discussed in the first chapter, Western notation is a technology of control. It makes
demands on the bodies of performers. In this image from the score, Bussotti is asking us to
consider how different it is for J.S. Bach to, through his musical text, command performers to do
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certain things with their bodies, and for the Marquis de Sade, through the actions contained in his
libertine philosophical novels, to make erotic commands upon the bodies of participants. For
Bussotti, this is not an indictment of Bach or of Western music. Since Bussotti believes in the
liberatory potential of limit-experiences, these sadistic demands become paradoxically liberatory
and generative of new forms of subjectivity — the ultimate political goal of the European
Foucauldian post-left.
Musical conservatives, technocrats, and artistic agents of capital speak frequently about
some moment in the mid-20th century where a form of musical Stalinism pervaded the academy
and where aesthetic dissidence was verboten. According to this myth, young composers had to
compose in one and only one style that was characterized by serial organization of pitch, rhythm,
and dynamics and surface textures were characterized by pointillism and jumps in register. The
degree to which this represented a reality is greatly exaggerated by the personal propagandizing
of composers in neo-romantic, minimalist, and totalist idioms. Many of the schools that are
rumored to have taken this totalitarian approach not only employed composers who wrote in
romantic and tonal idioms, but these were often favored pedagogues for composers of various
styles. Examples of this phenomenon include Walter Piston at Harvard University and Samuel
Adler at Juilliard. Likewise, many serialist and modernist composers studied with tonal
composers such as Nadia Boulanger, who was a major influence and mentor for Elliot Carter.
This piece of historical storytelling relies on another piece of mythmaking that has been
less contested and examined in musical discourse. This is the myth that there was internal
homogeneity amongst composers of the Darmstadt school and associated milieu. Darmstadt was
a cacophony of dissenting voices. 1950s and 1960s modernist composers were not motivated by
the same ideology, even though occasionally it produced music with surface similarities. It is
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often observed that John Cage’s Music of Changes from 1951 and Pierre Boulez’s Structures I
from 1952 have surface similarities in textures despite widely divergent approaches being used
to choose pitches.
More importantly, the decision to organize pitches differently is motivated by radical
differences in ideology. Boulez and Cage employed different modes of organizing pitches across
their respective careers, and the ideological differences undergirding their respective approaches
also remained, though both composers went through ideological and aesthetic shifts throughout
their practices.
Similar ideological differences lay below more superficial differences in musical surface
and the organizational systems chosen by composers of the post-war avant-garde. In order to
remedy a weakness in scholarship that treats these radically opposed figures as a homogeneous
block, an approach that involves history of philosophy and history of social theory should be
further utilized. One possible application is a paper or book chapter analyzing the ideological
differences of two modernist composers through the lens of two works with superficial
similarities in order to make audible more profound differences.
Certain lenses utilized in this dissertation are also of use beyond the historical value of
making ideological sense of the 1960s and merit application to more forms of music. Certainly,
Foucauldian and biopolitical analysis has been popular in musicological scholarship for a long
time. Many essays and monographs chart how music and notation relate to the body through
mediating as a technology of control. New Musicology, from its genesis in the work of Rose
Rosengard Subotnik and Susan McClary has a Foucauldian genealogy. 2 However, the inverse of

2

McClary states in an interview with Sam deBoise of Örebro University that “From Foucault, I learned how to think
about gender and sexuality, which we had previously said were subjective. How to understand those as having
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this, which I make some gestures towards in the first chapter, has not been deeply explored in
musicological scholarship up to this point.
It can be said that Foucault (and French poststructuralism in general) are experiencing
somewhat of a backlash at the moment for their perceived complicity in the emergence of the
current neoliberal order and for being the general voice of apology for said order by liberal
academia, media and corporo-NGO complexes. This is evident in the publication of books such
as the Mitchell Dean and Daniel Zamora The Last Man Takes LSD discussed in the first chapter
of this dissertation. Such texts not only discuss how Foucault is on record supporting the
d’Estaing austerity reforms that inaugurated neoliberalism in France, but in writing and analytic
frameworks came to similar conclusions as Milton Friedman and company as a result of his
passionate and enduring anti-communism, his conception of the political as a mode of selftransformation, and suspicion of any sort of totalizing ideology.
An inverse Foucauldian analysis in this sense would involve, without making sweeping
one-to-one generalizations, mapping how certain political or quasi-political aims, aesthetics,
techniques, and orientations amongst composers and musicians render certain musics more
hospitable to serving the political aims of austerity, entrepreneurism, and privatization. A prime
example of this approach is Marianna Ritchey’s excoriating “Amazing Together: Mason Bates,
Classical Music, and Neoliberal Values” from 2017, in which she tracks the ways that Mason
Bates’s music advances the ideologies of his patrons at Cisco and Google.

histories: once you realise these aren’t universals, that we are all inserted into various historical moments, in the
ways that gender and sexuality are lived and understood, then so much of what we do in popular music, of course,
but also in classical music, becomes available. We can talk about those not just as ‘look that’s my opinion, don't
worry about me,’ but you can actually trace histories of those things.”
Susan McClary, “An Interview with Professor Susan McClary: The Development of Research on Gender and
Music,” interview by Sam deBoise, Per Musi, no. 39 (2019): 1–9.
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My application of intersubjectivity through the late work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty in
the second chapter also suggests future meditations on the nature of group performance and
interpretation. Additionally, there are many resonances with Merleau-Ponty’s lowest common
denominator of subjectivity, the generality of the flesh, and contemporary feminist science and
technology studies literature of Donna Haraway, Karen Barad, and others. Though both are
popular scholars with music academics investigating the history of musical technology, musical
perception, non-human musical participation, and organology, the bare situation of musical
performance and the subject positions of those engaged in it has not experienced as much
scholarship of this sort.
As I write more and more about music and the constellation of social and material forces
that surround it, I am more and more interested in the bare moment of musical performance.
From my childhood as an Anglican choir boy to performance as a noise musician, many of my
most profoundly transformative intersubjective experiences have been through the mutual act of
creating music. Foucault or Barthes may refer to these as limit-experiences. These are
kaleidoscopic experiences that can be described and characterized in countless different ways.
The more contemporary scholarship in the humanities and beyond takes seriously the
intersubjective act of making music, the richer academic discourse will be in general. Particular
musical situations ripe for a Merleau-Pontian analysis certainly include extreme, totalizing,
deterritorializing music making such as Japanese noise music, free improvisation, and glitch but
also more austere and familiar moments of music making like a mother singing to an infant or
the spontaneous eruption of a protest song amongst a crowd.
While semiotics has been incorporated into music analysis through disciplines such as
topic theory, my dissertation points to another possible subject: limit-semiotics, or musical
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performances and scores that intentionally push a work to the point where semiotic coherence
breaks down. In Bussotti’s case, he accomplishes this with a novel approach to notation that,
rather than collapsing into the infinite interpretational field of the open work pushes Western
notation in such a way that it beings to constantly break its own rules without permitting the
resolution that the rules are no longer valid.
Other sorts of music also deal with this sort of semiotic superheating in various registers.
A sort of digital semiotic breakdown or limit-semiotics can be found in glitch music, in which
the act of transforming digital media, or composing raw, bare digital materials renders audible
the specific qualities, character, and materiality of the medium itself rather than or in addition to
the “meaningful” semiotically encoded musical content. As with Bussotti’s notation, a tight rope
is walked between the work of art as purely a process, the visualization/sonification of some
digital artifacts, and semiotic intentionality.

Figure C.2. Florian Hecker, digitally processed performance still from FAVN (2016).3

3

Florian Hecker, FAVN, processed performance still, photographed by Norbert Miguletz, 2016.
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Additionally, musics like Bussotti’s La Passion selon Sade that aestheticize dominance
and submission tend to explore terrains of limit-semiotics through selectively rending the
performer unable to communicate, to transmit semiotic meaning. Contemporary examples of this
include works that make extensive demands on the bodies of performers, such as Simon SteenAnderson AMID from 2007. The piece aestheticizes the labor of breath and particularly how
breath removes agency and forces one into particular actions. In the frontmatter of the score
Steen-Andersen writes, “A general idea in the piece is, that before you can breath in / bow up /
pull weight you have to complete the opposite movement breath out / bow down / release
weight.” And later, “the wind instruments should stick to the written breathing as long as
possible, holding the breath in the breaks to create a real tension.” 4 There is a muted Sade-ian
quality to this injunction on the bodies of performers that mirrors Bussotti’s notation in its
capacity to produce limit-semiotics. This marks a broader trend. Notation becomes crystallized
into a set of preferred types: tablature, traditional Western notation, and specific forms of open
aleatory such as boxed notation. Composers look to the physicality of instruments and
performers for these injunctions rather than problems of notation. This standardization of
notation in the 21st century is in no doubt partly due to the activity of composition professors and
summer festival coaches who encourage young composers to utilize notational approaches that
performers are already familiar with. Of course, such institutional environments would not be
able to run smoothly if each young composer came in with their own radically different
notational paradigm.
Bussotti is a complex tangle of contradictions and confusions. La Passion selon Sade is
exploding not only with profound creativity and musical invention, but a lively world of
4

Simon Steen-Andersen, Amid (Copenhagen: Edition S, 2010), 4.
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aesthetic and ideological possibilities. Futures that have in some cases come true and others that
have not. Some of these futures are bleak and some are hopeful. Some are futures of life, and
some are futures of death.
In the final scene of Hideaki Anno’s Shin Godzilla, a coagulant is used to freeze Godzilla
solid, putting an end to his rampage through Tokyo without killing him. The camera first
presents the viewer with Godzilla’s entire body frozen in mid step. Then, the camera zooms in on
the base of his tail, slowly following it to the top where grotesque humanoid creatures are in the
process of being born. This was the first film I saw in a theatre upon moving to New York in
2016 to eventually work on this dissertation, and an apt metaphor for the frozen potentialities,
hopes, and optimism for human flourishing embedded in La Passion selon Sade.

Figure C.3. Still from Shin Godzilla (2016).5

5

Shin Godzilla, directed by Hideaki Anno (2016: Chiyoda, Tokyo: Toho Pictures).
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